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Abstract
The practice of workplace learning is important for small and medium 
enterprises (SMEs) to stay competitive in the face of today’s environmental pressures from 
globalisation, competition, technological advancement and the knowledge economy. 
However, firm characteristics such as limited internal resources and capabilities are factors 
that affect how they practise workplace learning at any given point in time. According to 
organisational life cycle (OLC) theory, during the firm’s growth from inception, to 
high-growth, to maturity, the internal resources and capabilities of the firm develop. The 
literature has discussed workplace learning and the organisational life cycle separately, 
and little is known about how they are related.
This study attempts to connect the workplace learning practices in SMEs and the 
organisational life cycle to understand how they practice workplace learning at different 
life-cycle stages. The research reports on a case study of 30 Hong Kong SMEs at different 
life-cycle stages (11 at inception, 10 at high-growth and 9 at maturity). Two consecutive 
phases of data collection are involved. Phase I identifies the life-cycle stage of the firm 
through theoretical sampling with an OLC questionnaire. Phase II adopts a mixed methods 
design to explore the workplace learning practices (categorised by learning levels) in those 
SMEs at each life-cycle stage through the online Learning Practices Questionnaire (LPQ), 
as well as semi-structured interviews with 4 SMEs identified at each stage through 
snowball sampling with data gathered until data saturation was reached. Both quantitative 
and qualitative results lend support to each other. Results of this study show that the levels 
of workplace learning practised by SMEs are varied in importance between life-cycle 
stages (except inter-organisational learning which is common to all stages). Four major 
findings emerge:
(1) The individual level of workplace learning is important at all life-cycle stages but most 
important at inception.
(2) The group level of workplace learning is more important at high-growth than it is at
I
maturity.
(3) The organisational level of workplace learning is more important at high-growth and 
maturity than it is at inception.
(4) The inter-organisational level of workplace learning is high at all life-cycle stages and 
there is no significant difference between stages.
To conclude, this study has established a connection between the workplace 
learning practices in SMEs and the organisational life cycle, providing owner/managers 
with a better understanding of how the firm’s development relates to their workplace 
learning strategies.
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION
Contemporary organisations encounter an unpredictable business environment, 
which is constantly pressured by the changing effects of globalisation, competition and 
technological advancement within the context of the knowledge economy (Jones, 2002; 
Thoumrungroje and Tansuhaj, 2007). Learning for employees is increasingly regarded as 
a requirement at work (Sloman and Webster, 2005) and whether or not they have the 
capacity to learn also offers to be a source of competitive advantage for a business (Eddy, 
D’Abate, Tannenbaum, Givens-Skeaton and Robinson, 2006). Organisations learn while 
their employees learn, optimizing staff productivity and firm growth in the long run 
(Senge, 1990, 1993; Chetty and Campbell-Hunt, 2003). Studies of workplace learning in 
growing firms have thus been a great interest to management researchers in recent 
decades (Hicks, Bagg, Doyle and Young, 2007). In line with this direction, this thesis 
examines what workplace learning practices are used by SMEs at different life-cycle 
stages. This chapter describes the central idea of the study, from background, problem 
statement, purpose, research questions, to significance, and ends with a section on the 
overall organisation of the thesis.
BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY
Globalisation redefines how firms conduct their businesses -  the world is now 
viewed as a single marketplace for seizing opportunities and profits (Jones, 2002). In 
effect, more firms may “cluster together” in the same battlefield as competitors; such a 
scene simply increases the intensity of rivalry (Asiedu and Freeman, 2007). Tougher 
competition drives firms, especially SMEs, to be innovative for survival (Paige, 2002; 
Dibrell, Davis and Craig, 2008). The globalised business practices are empowered by the 
advances in information and communication technologies (ICT), and people are living
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with increasing information sources for knowledge capture (Harrison and Leitch, 2000). 
The knowledge-intensive economy emerges, which accelerates the active pursuit of 
knowledge workers by any organisation (Cheng, 2004; Ruzzier, Hisrich and Antoncic,
2006). What does a knowledge worker mean? Drucker (1994) and Marquardt (1998) 
describe how employees are moving from mastering repetitive skills to knowing how to 
handle surprises and exceptions, from relying on memory and routines to being 
spontaneous and creative at work, from avoiding risks to taking risks, and from focusing 
on individualised ways of doing work to fostering collaboration and synergy with 
different colleagues in the teamwork environment. To this end, workers are now 
demanded to be more competent and versatile to deal with increasing job complexities, 
and they are expected to perform with proven readiness (Nembhard, 2000). They also 
need to take more initiative and become more independent in problem-solving situations, 
ideally armed with well-rounded intelligence to manage changes (Lipicnik, 2006). With 
the need to produce productive knowledge workers, organisations recognise the pressure 
for their continuous workplace learning under corporate support (Drucker, 1999a, 1999b). 
SMEs, however, can be ill equipped to cope with it effectively due to resource/cost 
issues (Matthews, 2007). Today, the ultimate goal of every organisation is similar -  cost 
minimization and value maximization -  in order to aim for a long-term success in 
business. While globalisation is offering possible entrepreneurial solutions in such a 
direction, employee learning follows to play a very crucial part throughout the process.
As discussed, the globally-affected business environment often co-exists with 
“opponents” at a given point in time, who are competing hard against one another for 
improving their firm performance -  i.e., to create higher profit margins, larger market 
share, and/or greater customer satisfaction. Competition itself is truly endless and keeps 
driving firms to find ways to outperform the others. They aim to look at how to sustain 
as many of their competitive capabilities as possible, since this is the only assurance they
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know to have advantages over other competitors for a longer period of time (Barney, 
1991; Ricart, Enright, Ghemawat, Hart and Khanna, 2004). These competing firms will 
strive to streamline their operations and enhance their internal capabilities -  known as 
process reengineering -  from cost-effective assets, efficient workflows, to productive 
workers, all contributing to the strengths of competitive advantages for the firm (Jones, 
2002; Maranto-Vargas and Rangel, 2007). Given the resources and capabilities of any 
firm, it is human resources that make a direct contribution to the firm performance 
(Hornsby and Kuratko, 2003; Storey, 2004). Previous research concludes that human 
resources are an important source of sustainable competitive advantage (e.g., Wright, 
McMahan and McWilliams, 1994; Wright and Barney, 1998; Heneman, Tansky and 
Camp, 2000; Cunningham and Rowley, 2007).
Using the theory of resource-based view (RBV) of the firm (Barney, 1991; 
Barney, Wright and Ketchen Jr., 2001), competitive advantage is important but not easy 
to achieve. A firm’s resources can be tangible such as fixed assets and technological 
resources (e.g., IT equipment), or intangible like the firm’s learning culture and 
employees’ knowledge and skills. According to the concept of RBV, in order to sustain a 
competitive advantage, a firm needs to ensure that a particular resource or capability can 
satisfy four criteria at the same time: “being valuable”, “being rare”, “being costly to 
imitate”, and “being difficult to substitute” (Dess, Lumpkin and Eisner, 2010). The 
exceptional performance and contributions from knowledge workers can turn out to be a 
unique value to the firm that helps sustain a competitive edge over other competitors. 
Hence, building and maintaining productive workers (or knowledge workers) in SMEs is 
what this thesis believes to be critical in the age of business globalisation.
As the work environment is changing rapidly and jobs are becoming 
increasingly fragmented with different specifications, workers must know when, what 
and how to upgrade themselves in order to achieve “employment security” in their
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current organisation as well as “employability security” for their future organisation 
(Dany, 2003). In the same vein, Watts (2000) warns that all workers should be highly 
adaptable at work, because of the demand for “multi-skilling” on-the-job training and the 
short “shelf-life” of work skills and knowledge, given the rapid technological change and 
globalised development in business. These views conclude that both the nature and the 
scale of work are bound to be increasingly complex and dynamic -  a worker needs to be 
versatile and a fast learner at all times! The concept of “boundaryless careers” which 
appeared in mid 1990s marks the trend of proactive ownership for career growth by 
every worker (Arthur and Rousseau, 1996). The discussion is then extended in “the law 
of vocational chaos” to explain a workplace situation of precariousness, flexibility, 
intermittence and insecurity (Riverin-Simard, 2000). Facing this state of flux, it is 
proposed that continuous learning and enhancement of one’s knowledge and skills will 
be the only pathway about maintaining one’s marketability to survive in the workplace -  
no matter whether the person likes it or not, it is no longer a choice (Littleton, Arthur and 
Rousseau, 2000). Littleton et al. (2000, p. 112) state that “today’s work is increasingly 
‘intelligent’ work that calls on workers’ learning capacities” to keep pace with the proper 
knowledge and skills for performance.
It is clear that among the managerial issues triggered by globalisation and the 
IT-enabled marketplace, employee training and development has become more important 
than ever. The push toward a knowledge-intensive economy, international conditions of 
work and competition and the need for knowledge workers means that employee 
learning should critically occur at any time and in any location, be continuous and be 
just-in-time. Zhang and Nunamaker (2003) stress that “time-to-competency” is a major 
factor in determining competitiveness for all sizes of organisations. Likewise, successful 
organisations in this knowledge era are learning organisations, in which every employee 
is expected to take initiatives to learn, share information and add new value to work
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(Senge, 1990). Jarvis (1999, 2005) also elaborates that in this information age, 
knowledge can be out-dated by the following year. Technologies speed up the changes 
that one has to chase (keep learning) without a pause. Therefore, it is a concern that if 
workers do not upgrade their capabilities in time, they may easily become incapable of 
handling a new task as they fall short of the relevant knowledge and skills for doing it. 
As discussed earlier, individual deficiencies in a workplace will directly influence the 
organisational performance over time. Zhang and Nunamaker (2003) believe that 
workplace learning serves as an engine to organisational growth and characterises how 
an organisation grows over time. This thesis hopes to make a connection between 
workplace learning practices and the different life-cycle stages of SMEs.
STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM
Nowadays, specialists in the field of Human Resource Development (HRD) 
suggest that all firms should establish long-term policies to enforce good habits and 
practices of learning by their workers, including the importance of learning to learn 
(Marquardt and Berger, 2003). Individual learning is the backbone of successful 
organisational learning (e.g., Argyris and Schon, 1978, 1996; Easterby-Smith, 1997; de 
Laat and Simons, 2002), and organisational learning is a way of creating business value 
under the competitive environment characterised by ambiguity (Anand and Khanna, 
2000; Sam, 2007). Dodgson (1991, p. 134) cites Cyert and March’s (1963, 1992) 
behavioural theory of the firm: “a theory of long-term behaviour in organisations must 
contain a theory of how organisations learn, unlearn, and relearn”. It implies having a 
learning mindset in workers, that is, it is about a learning culture. Producing knowledge 
workers means developing “ready-to-leam” learners -  i.e., lifelong learners. It is 
suggested that formal schooling is no longer sufficient for a person, and learning is 
on-going, being interwoven with future work as an everyday task (Ellinger and Cseh,
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2007). While good practices of lifelong learning are being sought by many large 
organisations as some standard personal attribute in the worker, the concept is fragile for 
most SMEs given the lack of HRD personnel or dedicated staff to take the initiatives 
(Boyadjieva and Petkova, 2005).
Moreover, in the case of SMEs, learners might face transcultural challenges in 
workplace learning. Evidence shows that people tend to learn better and are more 
motivated to learn repeatedly if the learning is relevant to their own experience and 
culture (Herriot and Pemberton, 1995; Johnson and Redmond, 2000; Francis, 2001; 
Loden, 2003; Ginsberg, 2005). In that sense, a committed lifelong learner would still 
suffer from frustration due to learning an unfamiliar task or adapting to a new culture in a 
short time. SMEs provide limited support to workers due to their resource constraints, 
potentially leaving an irresolvable problem for successful workplace learning (e.g., Li, Li 
and Dalgic, 2004; Boyadjieva and Petkova, 2005; Mako, 2005; Hoque and Bacon, 2006; 
Sam, 2007).
The Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD) (2008a) 
indicates that SMEs generally train less than their larger counterparts -  the smaller the 
organisation is, the less the effort is spent in learning and development (L&D). Common 
barriers to L&D in SMEs are studied and grouped similarly into the following categories 
(e.g., Lange, Ottens and Taylor, 2000; Johnston and Loader, 2003; CIPD, 2008b), which 
bring concerns about how SME workers learn and cope well with today’s fast-changing 
business environment:
(1) Cultural barriers. These involve SMEs’ attitudes toward employee 
learning and development, and other organisational factors such as their 
firm size, work structure, and management style that may discourage 
workplace learning to happen.
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(2) Financial barriers. These directly refer to the costs or perceived 
costs of training and learning that SMEs bear, plus the indirect costs of 
providing “backup(s)” for work while the staff are away.
(3) Access and provision barriers. These account for SMEs’ limitations 
on learning resources that either prevent interested workers from 
accessing opportunities for personal development or cause them in the 
lack of suitable provision of learning.
(4) Awareness barriers. These relate to how much SMEs know about 
available learning opportunities and the mentality of owner/managers 
about the value and potential benefits of learning to the business.
Given these barriers, SMEs are experiencing unusual challenges toward successful 
workplace learning they need (CIPD, 2008b). Past research informs us that SMEs prefer 
informal learning to formal learning, on-the-job training to classroom training, and their 
learning solutions tend to be unstructured (e.g., Marsick and Watkins, 1990, 1997, 2001; 
Ellinger, 2005; Koopmans, Doombos and Van-Eekelen, 2006; Ellinger and Cseh, 2007). 
They also like to leverage business networks for learning purpose (Matlay, 2004). While 
SMEs do participate in workplace learning, the bottom line is that they still learn less, 
which can affect their competitive advantages in the short term and survival in the long 
term (CIPD, 2008b).
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY
The purpose of this study is to explore how SME employees in Hong Kong 
practise and view learning at work in their organisations at different life-cycle stages. 
The target informants will be both managerial and non-managerial workers at any level 
who are paid employees in the organisation. A close eye is made to differentiate the 
levels of workplace learning between different life-cycle stages. The focus is not looking
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at how individual employees learn depending on their personal styles and/or preferences, 
which is considered too varied in the SME sector (CIPD, 2008b), but identifying what 
learning strategies SMEs normally adopt with regard to the different life-cycle stages that 
they are at. In other words, it is a macro study at firm level to understand what learning 
approaches an SME would select for staff development at certain point in time (life-cycle 
stage), why it is the case, and how these approaches, if continuously used, would evolve 
over time in structure.
The study will result in comparing the patterns/practices of workplace learning 
in SMEs between different life-cycle stages -  an area that little is known in the literature. 
It fills a research gap by connecting the notion of workplace learning and the concept of 
life-cycle stages to conceptualize possible changes in learning strategies implemented by 
SMEs at different stages in business.
RESEARCH QUESTIONS
Four research questions (RQs) are crafted to guide this study, which seek to fill 
a gap between workplace learning practices and SME life-cycle stages:
RQ-1. How do SME workplace learning practices differ between 
life-cycle stages?
RQ-2. What are the common organisational factors that may explain the 
different workplace learning practices at different life-cycle stages?
RQ-3. How important do SME employees view the workplace learning 
practices at different life-cycle stages?
RQ-4. Do the workplace learning practices become more structured 
with firm growth? If so, how?
The rationale of developing these research questions is also centred on the question types 
of “how” (RQ-1, RQ-3 and RQ-4) and “why” (RQ-2), which fit into using the case study 
method (Gillham, 2000; Yin, 2003; Gray, 2009).
For RQ-1, the argument is that there will be different problems/concerns to be 
learnt and resolved across different life-cycle stages, leading to the relevance of 
organisational learning with firm growth (Miller and Friesen, 1983; Kazanjian, 1988). 
SMEs may possibly adopt different learning strategies/solutions -  or different degrees of 
usage of them -  to suit their circumstance under different organisational resources, 
business objectives and management priorities at different stages (Smith, Mitchell and 
Summer, 1985). This research question is important since the answer can inform whether 
the learning strategies/solutions are effectively responding to the problems/concerns at a 
particular stage for promoting continuous firm development. RQ-1 and RQ-3 go as a pair, 
as RQ-3 will validate the learning effectiveness/practicality from the user’s point of view.
For RQ-2, the argument points to the essence of identifying the common 
organisational factors of why SMEs adopt different learning strategies/solutions (or 
different degrees of usage on them) at different life-cycle stages. The question will 
empirically reveal the managerial and operational conditions (issues, limitations, 
problems, business nature, objectives, management choices, time, and so on) faced today 
by SMEs in their process of firm development that would make a difference in using 
learning strategies/solutions. The answer ties both workplace learning and life-cycle 
stages together.
For RQ-3, the argument is that given the changing business objectives, 
management priorities, organisational problems/crises and demands on the firm from one 
life-cycle stage to the other (e.g., Greiner, 1972, 1998; Churchill and Lewis, 1983; Miller 
and Friesen, 1983; Smith et a l, 1985; Kazanjian, 1988; Kazanjian and Drazin, 1990), 
employees are deemed necessary to obtain new and different knowledge and skills to
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align with the changing job requirements in the workplace (Vohora, Wright and Lockett, 
2004). This research question is crucial because it informs whether the learning received 
fits the stage characteristics, and whether the employees learn appropriately and 
efficiently to stay productive at work to benefit their organisation.
For RQ-4, the argument is that a firm will develop and become more structured 
in its operations from the stage of high-growth and beyond (Smith et ah, 1985; 
Kazanjian, 1988; Kazanjian and Drazin, 1990). It is likely the case that workplace 
learning will also tend to formalize gradually and be more structured for providing better 
support. Hence, this research question is important because more structured learning 
support is not normally seen in SMEs -  it will inform how far an SME demands the 
existence of formalized workplace learning as it grows to a certain size.
SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY
There are three aspects to appreciate the significance of this study about Hong 
Kong SMEs and their workplace learning practices over different life-cycle stages -  (1) 
the critical role of SMEs to the economy, (2) the study’s theoretical contributions to 
knowledge, and (3) the study’s practical implications to the industry.
First, Hong Kong SMEs play an important role in protecting the economic 
prosperity of the city, as they represent over 98% of the business establishments, and 
employ about 50% of the total workforce in the private sector (Hong Kong Trade and 
Industry Department, 2011). In the face of globalisation and related pressures from 
business competition, technology, and the knowledge economy, it is certain that all firms 
have to keep up well with the environmental challenges in order to stay competitive.
Workplace learning is considered one of the contemporary strategies used by 
firms that will bring business prosperity. As de Geus (1997, p. 157) points out, “strategy 
is simply the development of the organisation’s ability to learn. The organisation’s ability
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to learn faster (and possibly better) than the competition becomes its most sustainable 
competitive advantage”. People are now treated as both an asset and a talent capital to 
any growing organisation because if they learn, the organisation learns (Senge, 1990; 
Chetty and Campbell-Hunt, 2003). This follows as a critical issue that being dominant 
economic players, SMEs need to learn continuously well so as to benefit the economy 
and their own future. What learning SMEs offer in their workplaces and how their 
employees learn will matter.
Second, this study will fill a research gap by connecting the discussion of 
workplace learning with the notion of life-cycle stages in organisations. There are two 
expected research contributions:
(1) The specific findings (quantitative and qualitative) derived from hypothesis 
testing and the research questions about workplace learning practices by SMEs 
at different life-cycle stages. Little is known about this area in the literature.
(2) A conceptualized model bridging life-cycle stages and workplace learning 
practices by SMEs, which uses the concept of life-cycle stages to differentiate 
their workplace learning strategies. For example, the study will identify 
“when, which, or at what degree” for different levels of workplace learning 
practised across SMEs at different life-cycle stages.
Academic value is pursued by adding a new body of knowledge to the literature. The 
patterns formed in the practices of workplace learning by Hong Kong SMEs at different 
life-cycle stages will be a promising start to assist researchers in assessing SMEs in other 
countries and possibly extending to large firms as well. More comparative studies can be 
initiated, including further examination on the factors that affect the choice of workplace 
learning strategies by other firms at different life-cycle stages. Such potential research 
will help firms toward a better preparation and implementation of workplace learning 
strategies from one stage to the other.
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Third, in terms of practical implications, this study will bring considerable 
insights to owner/managers and policy makers of SMEs regarding the importance of 
workplace learning for their business survival and growth. The firm must take the 
initiative to learn, and employees at all levels should be involved to ensure a workplace 
that is fit for learning (Birdthistle, 2006; Coetzer, 2006). How workplace learning is 
practised can also determine how adaptive the firm behaves since “adaptation is the 
result of learning” (Schindehutte and Morris, 2001, p. 87). Given limited resources, 
SMEs are told to act more flexibly and quickly to changes and be innovative so that they 
remain able to “compete” in today’s global race. Adaptive behaviours promote the 
innovative quality in action (Bird, 1989; Schindehutte and Morris, 2001), and innovation 
is the competitiveness for SMEs to succeed (Tonge, Larsen and Roberts, 2000; Dobbs 
and Hamilton, 2007). As will be seen, learning is vital to fostering both adaptive and 
innovative capacities of the firm. This study helps SMEs realise the art of workplace 
learning, review their current practices in learning, and prepare better learning strategies 
for proper business development in the long run.
ORGANISATION OF THE THESIS
Chapter 1 presents the rationale for the study from its background, problem 
statement, purpose, research questions, to significance. It gives the reader an overview of 
the study.
Chapter 2 reviews the notion of workplace learning from the SME perspective. 
It explains why SMEs have to learn continuously to survive under the environmental 
forces (globalisation, competition, information technology, and the knowledge economy) 
that they face. It is necessary to understand how they view learning and what learning 
strategies they use in their workplaces to tackle staff development. The chapter also 
addresses some popular SME approaches to workplace learning.
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Chapter 3 examines the life-cycle theory of organisations, with a focus on how 
SMEs grow over time and what changing factors/characteristics are noted from one stage 
to the other. Life-cycle stages are used as a platform for this study in connection with the 
learning practices of SMEs. It is expected that SMEs would practise learning differently 
between different life-cycle stages due to changing organisational characteristics.
Chapter 4 explains the overall research design and methodology of the study, 
with detailed information about the fieldwork, data collection procedures and the 
approach for data analysis, including validity and reliability issues.
Chapter 5 reports the findings (both quantitative and qualitative) of the study. 
Cross-firm and cross-stage analyses are exercised to compare, validate and synthesize 
the data collected. The four hypotheses are also tested.
Chapter 6 provides a discussion on the overall results of the study and their 
relationships with the existing literature. It answers the four research questions, and 
highlights the new questions that emerge.
Chapter 7 draws the conclusions of the study with the major findings, casting 
new insights about the workplace learning practices in SMEs within the context of the 
organisational life cycle. The chapter discusses the theoretical and practical implications 
that the study contributes to the existing body of knowledge. The limitations of this study 
and the possible directions for future research are also addressed.
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CHAPTER 2 
WORKPLACE LEARNING IN SMEs
In the age of globalisation fuelled by competition, information technology (IT) 
and the knowledge economy, SMEs take every measure to develop internal capabilities 
that can drive business growth. One internal capability is clearly concerned with people 
in the organisation. This directs attention to the importance of workplace learning. As 
Gray, Cundell, Hay and O’Neill (2004, p. 1) point out:
“... the wealth of an organisation is not based upon the shining 
chrome and reflective windows of its corporate headquarters, but 
on what its people (human capital) know and learn."
The fast-changing nature of work and environment gives rise to workplace solutions 
such as developments of high performance work organisations, learning organisations, 
knowledge workers, and knowledge management, in which “learning at work” is 
fundamental to them (Bond and Garrick, 1999). The workplace becomes a terrain for 
learning, as work itself can offer rich learning experiences that are uniquely practical and 
relevant (Jarvis, Holford and Griffin, 2003).
This chapter discusses the notion of workplace learning from the organisational 
perspectives, which will still relate to issues at the individual level since organisational 
learning is built on the basis of individual learning of employees (Ellstrôm, 2001). It is 
understood that there are significant variations in the literature that discuss workplace 
learning on different issues and working models from different angles, leading to 
potential discrepancies among them (McCormack, 2000). Even if it is the case, Lee and 
Roth (2006) urge that the individual voice must not be lost in the examination of 
organisational learning. In this chapter, attempts are made where necessary to maintain 
consistency and accuracy by contrasting and filtering the varying perspectives 
encountered from the literature in order to create a more unified understanding of
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workplace learning -  from environmental forces that trigger it to learning practices that 
characterise it in the context of SMEs.
ENVIRONMENTAL FORCES
All firms, of any sizes, must interact with the environment where they do 
business, critically understanding its many different contexts as well as analysing the 
dynamics of competition over time (Porter, 1980, 1985, 1998). Nowadays, markets are 
shaped by globalisation, competition, and information technologies, which forcefully 
lead firms to seek to maximise business opportunities geographically (Jantunen, 
Nummela, Puumalainen and Saarenketo, 2008). In this environment, the cyber-like effect 
of rich and free information flow that is being strategically enjoyed by businesses also 
helps speed up the emergence of the knowledge economy and the need for knowledge 
workers in the workplace (Sizer, 2001). These environmental forces place similar (if not 
greater) pressures on SMEs, causing them to have to utilise their limited resources more 
wisely in order to learn, compete and grow well.
Raymond (2003) asserts that globalisation, competition and information 
technology are among the most natural, interrelated phenomena. They simply affect one 
another in a connected manner that intensifies the magnitude of effects. In general, 
globalisation leads to increased competition in a market due to growing free trade 
(Afiouni, 2007), where most firms would adopt IT for maximising benefits in boosting 
communication, production and corporate management across borders as one form of 
competitive advantage (Khan and Azmi, 2005). In a nutshell, globalisation invites more 
competition among organisations which are trying to make effective use of IT to help 
strengthen their local or “globalised” operations. Marquardt and Berger (2003) describe 
such situation as a loop that keeps going and creating more rivalries for firms, taking the 
world as one single market to compete forever.
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Globalisation
Globalisation is still a hot debate, with no shortage of scholarly discussions 
across different disciplines (Boudreaux, 2008). As a result, this popular, fuzzy word has 
turned up with multi-faceted meanings and implications in the literature (e.g., Kanter and 
Dretler, 1998; Smith, 2006; Turri, Maniam and Leavell, 2006). However, Jarvis (1999, p. 
249) states that “fundamentally, it is an economic phenomenon”. Likewise, Jones (2002, 
p. 326) views globalisation in business sense as “the progressive integration of financial, 
product and labour markets across national boundaries” while Morrison (2006, p. 484) 
coins it as “the multidimensional processes which are leading to boarder and deeper 
integration between countries and peoples”.
In practical terms, globalisation symbolises a common ground for seizing 
business growth, opportunities and competitive advantages in the eyes of many 
entrepreneurs (Gupta and Wang, 2004) since “the world has become a much smaller 
place” as noted by Jones (2005, p. 100). Scholte (2000, pp. 13-14) also stresses that “it is 
today pretty well impossible to avoid the issue of globalisation [and] the vocabulary of 
globalisation has entered almost all major languages”. The wide-spread effects of 
globalisation redefine the ways of doing business, and given the availability of 
fast-growing technologies as a catalyst, more firms feel it very feasible and possible to 
expand and compete with others in global markets. Ali (2000) and Dicken (2003) 
discover that globalisation affects a firm not only in a business quantitatively -  such as 
firm size, geographic coverage, and/or different product portfolios, but also in one 
qualitatively -  such as the depth and commitment in a location of operation. Their notion 
is inspirational to this study which concerns SME life-cycle stages (quantitatively 
expanded) as well as organisational/workplace learning in cultivating employees to be 
locally-productive (qualitatively developed).
In an official research report (1997) issued by Organisation for Economic
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Cooperation and Development (OECD), the topic of globalisation was first linked 
directly to the considerations of SMEs over eighteen member countries around the world. 
The report specifically states that globalisation affects the development of SMEs by 
creating new opportunities for expansion and growth (outward) while raising new 
competitive threats from abroad to the local market (inward). It draws a strong linkage 
between globalisation and competition in a market. Furthermore, as the business world is 
synthesized into a single arena by the role of globalisation, more competition issues 
would naturally arise that SMEs need to resolve in order to remain “globally” or 
“globally-to-be” able in their businesses. In other words, if the future is being shaped by 
the pressures of globalisation for economic reasons, SMEs have to compete between 
themselves as well as against their larger counterparts who may already be ahead of them 
in adopting global strategies. It implies that globalisation carries more demanding 
impacts on SMEs which should experience a tougher scene to grow (and to learn) due to 
limited resources and capital. The report also stresses that SMEs usually represent the 
major workforce of an economy in most countries. Added to this, from a country’s or 
city’s standpoint, SMEs can exist because they strive to contribute well in its economic 
and social benefits (e.g., Sadler-Smith, Gardiner, Badger, Chaston and Stubberfield, 2000; 
Man and Lau, 2005). However, as Wells, Shuey and Kiely (2001, p. 10) explain, “if one 
accepts that resource holders attempt to use their resources in the wisest manner they can 
discover, then economic factors have always pushed for economic globalisation and 
comparative advantage”. Therefore, those aggressive large enterprises and many SMEs 
(surviving as the majority in an economy anyway) will similarly react to the effects of 
globalisation at the same time. A number of them will possibly be in the same business 
sector as direct competitors, thus intensifying the degree of rivalry for SMEs in the 
additional presence of large firms. The situation simply risks the normal growth of SMEs 
from time to time.
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Globalisation cannot be said to be a wholly negative influence for a firm, as 
negative effects like increased competition and increasing wages must be balanced 
against such positive factors like increased markets and lowered trade barriers 
(Thoumrungroje and Tansuhaj, 2007). It is argued that globalisation and the 
accompanying global competition could be beneficial for a firm on the individual level, 
as it may start to utilise feasible ways (e.g., IT, training and learning, recruiting, and so 
on) to drive the development of internal resources and capabilities (including knowledge) 
that will allow the firm not only to compete better in its own native markets, but also to 
be able to expand into other markets, including overseas. As Maranto-Vargas and Rangle 
(2007) find in their empirical study on Mexican small firms, increasing competition from 
outside firms spurs the development of internal resources and business processes that 
lead to increased firm growth, efficiency, productivity and shareholder returns. These 
development pressures are effective at improving the position of firms which strive to 
innovate and drive continuous improvements despite their limited resources.
Competition
Competition is a key driving force in all business situations, since it determines 
how hard an organisation will need to work in order to maintain its market share and 
continuous success in a business. The growing intensity of competition today, which is 
greatly driven by increasing globalisation as discussed above, could have a more serious 
impact than ever on SMEs in terms of structuring their competitive capabilities 
(including innovation) in order to survive successfully and continuously (e.g., Barney, 
1991; Barney et a l, 2001; Porter, 1980, 1985, 1998; Keskin, 2006; Dess et a l, 2010). 
Competition poses a significant pressure on the growth patterns and learning strategies of 
SMEs during their business adventures.
Unfortunately, SMEs may face special challenges in developing competitive 
capabilities. One such difficulty is that SMEs may find themselves competing against
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larger firms with much richer resources in capital, assets, and human resources (Vanchan 
and MacPherson, 2008). Another potential difficulty for SMEs that probably will not be 
encountered by their larger competitors is the access to capital. SME operations are 
naturally claimed to be less structured that equity financing can become impossible, 
leaving debt financing as the only solution at times, but increased debt in the portfolio 
leads to reduced availability of funding for the future (Agostino, Silipo and Trivieri, 
2008). As a result, the lack of available funds can happen and drastically affect a firm’s 
ability to compete well in the long run. A third challenge for SMEs to maintain a 
competitive position in business relates to the educational level and entrepreneurial 
effectiveness of their owner/managers (Man, Lau and Snape, 2008). A stronger 
entrepreneurial capability of the educated leaders is very likely to benefit SME growth 
by being able to identify good competitive opportunities and develop them appropriately. 
It is believed that without this advantage, a firm may be negatively affected in the face of 
tough competition.
While the literature discusses those challenges, capable SMEs have been able 
to respond effectively to competition in the same way that larger firms have. For 
example, a study of competitive advantage development in small UK manufacturing 
firms finds that those firms which introduce product and process innovations enjoy 
almost the same degree and manner of competitive advantages as their larger 
counterparts (Siqueira and Cosh, 2008). Innovation seems to become a survival strategy 
of SMEs, and one of the objectives of workplace learning is to increase the innovative 
capacity of the firm (OECD, 1997). However, it is still clear that under normal 
competition, SMEs are subject to both the typical pressures as their larger competitors 
and the special concerns they only have with regard to smaller firm size and limited 
resources. These competitive issues should be considered carefully in terms of how much 
additional impact they will have on SMEs.
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Information Technology (IT)
Being considered a dominant resource, IT accelerates the phenomenon of 
globalisation through the availability of worldwide access to information and the virtual 
groups in close interaction for work tasks across borders (Wilpert, 2008). In strategic 
management, IT is widely viewed as fundamental to a firm’s survival and growth 
(Radhakrishnan, Zu and Grover, 2008). IT and business ambition of firms also 
complement each other nicely in the era of globalisation (Brown, 1999), but it is always 
a question of whether or not SMEs are capable of dealing well with the increased change 
and mobility of technology due to their lack of financial resources, time and expertise 
(Sambrook, 2003). The fact implies to SMEs that they should keep abreast of new 
technologies and learn to adopt them in order to help their businesses grow effectively. 
As Khan and Azmi (2005, p. 37) state, “the focus on knowledge has led to increased 
attention towards information technology as one of the main sources of competitive 
advantage”. The importance of IT is revealed in today’s knowledge intensive society, as 
IT facilitates the process of knowledge acquisition. It is also noted that SMEs, in view of 
limited resources and capital, have a stronger belief in improving the knowledge and 
skills (including IT) of their employees while keeping them long enough for the 
organisation, which will be cost-effective and productive (Hamburg and Lindecke, 2005). 
This makes learning at work a critical question to be answered in SME environments.
In the 21st century, information technology provides a bridging force for 
growing SMEs between the choice of globalisation and the need for fighting competition, 
given their limitations of size and resources. IT may allow them to engage in 
“globalised” business practices more easily. For example, by utilising e-commerce 
strategies and digital technologies, combined with an established logistics network for 
shipping and distribution, every SME can start to serve a business on a global scale 
without physically establishing separate business units or moving its resources and local
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activities (Lewis and Cockrill, 2002). This IT-enabled strategy may be particularly useful 
for niche or innovative firms or those that cater to specialty markets, as it is considered a 
cost-effective way of expanding business coverage.
Bhatt and Grover (2005) identify three major types of capabilities offered by 
the use of information technology -  dynamic, competitive and value capabilities. In their 
framework, IT is believed to enhance the organisational learning capabilities of a firm (as 
dynamic capability), the firm’s competitive position (as competitive capability) and the 
qualities delivered by that business (as value capability). For SMEs, IT is particularly 
helpful in terms of mediating product/process innovation given their other limited 
resources, and IT is positively related to their firm growth (Dibrell et a l, 2008). Another 
similar study also identifies that technological improvements in the plant-level 
operations of manufacturing firms, including the use of IT to address plant efficiency by 
reducing setup time, run time and so on, improve favourably the knowledge and skills of 
plant workers (Bartel, Ichniowksi and Shaw, 2006). Moreover, one study finds that two 
to three years after a significant investment in IT, the average firm size is reduced 
dramatically, which indicates that IT may generally help firms become more productive 
and able to continue in their operations with fewer employees (Brynjolfsson, Malone, 
Gurbaxani and Kambil, 1994).
However, while the use of IT is considered to be important for the development 
of strategic capabilities of a firm, it can pose special challenges for SMEs due to its 
relatively high costs and advanced skill levels required to integrate IT effectively into 
business practices. Based on a study by Lester and Tran (2008), there are four primary 
factors that will determine whether SMEs would adopt IT practices or not -  (1) degrees 
of external competitive pressures, (2) organisational readiness, (3) perceived cost savings 
and revenue generation, and (4) ease of use. Therefore, even the potential benefits of IT 
integration in a business can be attractive (Rivard, Raymond and Verrault, 2006);
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however, the decision to implement IT in an SME environment may not be a simple or 
straightforward one.
Emergence of the Knowledge Economy
A decade ago, futurists have characterised the era that people will be living in 
as the knowledge era (e.g., Senge, 1990; Drucker, 1999b). Globalisation, as observed, 
speeds up the creation of the knowledge economy for the world (Paige, 2002), while IT 
also facilitates the efficient deployment and use of knowledge and information for the 
needs of businesses (Raymond, 2003). Knowledge is believed as both a niche and a 
catalyst of building organisational and personal power that will lead to firm prosperity in 
the competitive environment, where knowledge transfers among business units (or 
employees) also become apparently crucial for organisational success (Tsai, 2001). 
Given the pressure of the knowledge economy today, in most developed nations, manual 
work is becoming less important and the globalising business practices have just 
intensified the nature of work to the next height for more advanced knowledge and 
quality. This critically calls for knowledge workers in the workforce. However, even in 
the developing countries, labour-intensive workers still have to face new or “imported” 
knowledge and skills due to inward competition. Hence, in either case, organisations 
require employees to develop themselves, in having current knowledge and skills to 
perform their work, and ideally, being able to manage their work processes 
independently with creativity and problem-solving ability (e.g., Hager, 2004; Casey, 
2006; Afiouni, 2007).
The emergence of the knowledge economy has played a significant role in the 
internal development of SMEs, since it similarly triggers potential influences on the 
organisational structure and the creation of strategic advantages for success, as those on 
large firms (Kharbanda, 2002). As noted, the fitness of a business is greatly dependent on 
the effective acquisition, deployment and strategic use of knowledge, including the skills
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of its employees and any information gained through the exercise of these skills, as well 
as the techniques in knowledge management and development on the organisational level 
(Lindley and Wheeler, 2000). Knowledge is considered to be an economic commodity 
(Rothberg and Erickson, 2005) that can serve well as a strategic advantage for any 
organisation if it is used effectively. Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) view an organisation as 
a knowledge creation environment, and suggest a knowledge matrix that defines four 
stages of knowledge transmission between tacit and explicit kinds in people. These 
stages are classified as socialisation (dissemination of tacit knowledge), externalisation 
(conversion of tacit knowledge to explicit knowledge), internalisation (conversion of 
explicit knowledge to tacit knowledge), and combination (dissemination of explicit 
knowledge). All of these knowledge conversion processes may occur simultaneously 
within an organisation at any time. The matrix is expanded further by Nonaka and 
Toyama (2005) to include other factors dealing with the issues in human interaction 
when knowledge is being transmitted. It is suggested that how and what knowledge may 
be created is inextricably linked with the characteristics or traits of individuals who are 
engaged in knowledge creation elements. Smith, Collins and Clark (2005) also specify 
the importance of the accessibility of existing “knowledge stocks” and the organisational 
climate that supports teamwork and innovative/risk-taking behaviours of employees. In 
sum, all these factors discussed are identified as the essential elements in cultivating 
knowledge creation in the workplace.
Knowledge creation is the core of knowledge management in an organisation, 
being one of the most important factors in determining a firm’s ability to participate in 
the knowledge economy. This especially holds true for knowledge-intensive firms, such 
as software development firms or research and development laboratories, as indicated by 
Martin-de-Castro, Lopez-Saez and Navas-Lopez (2008). The focus on the knowledge 
economy, including knowledge work, knowledge workers, and knowledge-intensive
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firms, is also noted by Elkjaer (2000), who explores the development of the knowledge 
economy as an emerging social structure and business process. As Elkjaer (2000) 
suggests, the emergence of the knowledge economy today has posed some new issues for 
firms, including how to ensure that their employees have appropriate access to the 
knowledge required for their jobs and how to foster innovative practices that can help 
drive the development of knowledge resources. The idea is also central to the concept of 
workplace learning. Elkjaer (2000) adds that the appropriate means of answering this sort 
of question is dependent on how organisations view their experience of learning and how 
their work is experienced by employees. As such, the practice of learning within the 
knowledge economy is not simply a matter of applying certain formula to a firm but a 
more complex matter of involving issues and assumptions that are found to be embedded 
in the organisational culture of the firm.
The formal management of knowledge, known as knowledge management 
(KM), is a set of systems or processes normally mediated by technological tools to 
facilitate effective capture, interpretation and use of existing knowledge to enhance next 
knowledge outcomes for an organisation (Firestone and McElroy, 2004). “KM is much 
more than just information systems -  at the heart of KM is the motivation and 
willingness of people to share knowledge and learn from each other” (Gray et al., 2004, 
p. 42). Little research has been done on the applicability of KM practices in SMEs, as 
most of such studies are conducted in large organisations (Hutchinson and Quintas, 
2008). These authors, in their investigation of both formal and informal knowledge 
management practices, demonstrate that SMEs usually engage in informal practices 
(which can be as effective as the formal means) and these firms are lacking of resources 
and expertise in using the tools and techniques of formal knowledge management. 
However, although SMEs may not be familiar with formal KM as large firms do, it 
cannot be said that they do not engage in knowledge management at all or do not
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participate in the knowledge economy. As McAdam and Reid (2001) echo in a study of 
comparing large and small firm perceptions of KM, small firms similarly recognise 
knowledge management and develop KM systems to some degree but a more systematic 
approach is not seen. Moreover, another study also informs that some knowledge 
management practices, such as marketing intelligence and customer management, are 
necessary for small trading firms to succeed in their export activities. Without the use of 
these techniques, these firms will find it difficult to continue to compete on an 
international scale (Doole, Grimes and Demack, 2006). Knowledge poses a direct 
challenge to SME growth under the current environmental pressures they face, and these 
firms have to overcome considerable internal limitations to manage it well. It is long 
believed that organisations that are “able to learn” will be “able to survive” in the 
economic evolutionary process (e.g., Senge, 1990; Schein, 1993; Pedler, Burgoyne and 
Boydell, 1997). This gives rise to the importance of effective workplace learning as the 
life line for any successful business.
UNDERSTANDING WORKPLACE LEARNING
To understand workplace learning, one should trace back to learning theories 
and first understand how learning works from different perspectives. This will lead to a 
better picture about the contemporary practices of workplace learning in organisations 
and what makes for effective learning at work. Hence, this section starts with a holistic 
review of learning and learning theories, followed by examining the various aspects of 
workplace learning in detail.
The Definition of Learning
What is learning? Defining it is complex. Literature seems to offer exhaustive 
sources and most definitions look rather divergent. However, a consensus is noted (e.g., 
Jarvis et al., 2003; Rogers, 2003; Gravani, 2007) that learning is basically perceived as a
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product (change in behaviour -  an outcome of learning) and as a process (experience of 
learning that embeds how and why a change is reached). To be more specific, Hargreaves 
and Jarvis (2000, p. 38) assert that:
“Learning is the process of constructing and transforming 
experience into knowledge, skills, attitudes, values, emotions, 
senses, and beliefs.”
Taylor and Fumham (2005, p. 16) elaborate that learning brings positive effects without 
limits on personal development and firm prosperity, as it is “fundamental to life and the 
success of an organisation”.
Learning is mainly focused on the individual development of knowledge, skills, 
and internal meaning; while sensemaking expands the individual learned experience to 
the organisational contexts, tying it to issues of strategic goals and/or social impact. In 
contrast to learning, sensemaking is a more unified concept, describing a process of 
applying individual knowledge and understanding to a wider context as well as using 
prior knowledge to understand and acquire new knowledge. It can be seen that learning 
and sensemaking are, as Schwandt (2005) suggests, not the same concept but closely 
related, with learning as a prior requirement for sensemaking. Both learning and 
sensemaking are very crucial to the management of organisations; in practice, 
sensemaking is the complete state of learning defined for the workplace. As Argyris 
(1992, 1994) also says, the cognitive processes and insights (developed through learning) 
in a person will generate new frames of reference which can increase the 
decision-making qualities afterwards (sensemaking).
A Snapshot on Learning Theories
Learning theory is a vast subject, but can be traditionally classified into five 
major orientations. They are (1) the behaviourist theory, (2) the cognitivist theory, (3) the 
constructivist theory, (4) the humanist theory, and (5) the social theory (e.g., Schwandt,
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2005; Taylor and Fumham, 2005). Each orientation carries specific characteristics about 
how learning works.
The behaviourist approach to learning places an emphasis on understanding the 
required behaviours and manipulations in association with external stimuli; learning can 
be accomplished by setting behavioural objectives, conditioning, modifications and 
training activities. In this paradigm, environmental factors, rather than the response of 
the learner, drive the effectiveness of the learning experience (e.g., Skinner, 1974; Joyce, 
Calhoun and Hopkins, 1997; Jarvis et al., 2003).
In contrast, the cognitivist orientation to learning views learning as a primarily 
internally driven process of the learner while interacting with the environment, which 
relies heavily on the learner’s mental capabilities rather than emotional or social 
foundations (e.g., Piaget, 1929; Kohlberg, 1986; Mezirow, 1991; Gruber and Voneche, 
1995; Illeris, 2002; Jarvis et ah, 2003).
The constructivist school, commonly discussed in teaching practices, believes 
that learners actively construct knowledge and meanings around phenomena (being 
relative rather than absolute) based on their prior experiences, personal thoughts, beliefs 
and cultures (e.g., Brooks, 1990; Richardson, 2003).
From another angle, the humanist view of learning considers learning as a 
self-directed process that arises from intrinsic motivation to learn and self-efficacy of the 
learner, rather than solely from mental capabilities or environmental factors; in other 
words, if internal motivations and desires are met, learning will occur (e.g., Maslow, 
1968; Rogers and Freiberg, 1993; Joyce et al., 1997; Tennant, 1997).
Finally, the social learning perspective takes learning as a sociocultural activity, 
where people learn essentially among themselves through processes of social interactions, 
inquiries, observations, and/or modelling (e.g., Mead, 1934; Bandura, 1977; Vygotsky, 
1978; Jarvis et al. 2003). The notion of communities of practice (Co?) as suggested by
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Lave and Wenger (1991) emphasises the social context of learning experience, including 
the cognitive, self-efficacy and environmental factors in human learning (Merriam and 
Caffarella, 1999; Hyland and Noffke, 2005). Social learning theory can be viewed as the 
most complete discussion for adult learning, since it encompasses aspects of all other 
learning factors as well as issues of social involvement and support that exist in 
workplaces (Hargreaves and Jarvis, 2000; Oakes, Rogers and Lipton, 2006). Given 
different theories and implications, Reynolds, Caley and Mason (2002) synthesize the 
complexity of learning into four meaningful clusters -  “learning as behaviour”; “learning 
as understanding”; “learning as knowledge construction”; and “learning as social 
practice”.
Conceptualizing Workplace Learning
What is workplace learning? The literature often emphasises on describing 
workplace learning as arising from its process or context aspects. The Australian 
National Training Authority (ANTA) (2003, p. 2) defines workplace learning as 
“learning or training undertaken in the workplace, usually on the job, including 
on-the-job training under normal operational conditions, and on-site training, which is 
conducted away from the work process (e.g., in a training room)”. This implies both 
on-the-job and classroom learning approaches but concentrates on job-related learning 
within the workplace. Jarvis et aL (2003) specify that workplace learning is all about 
learning through work, taking in any available means of learning while learners’ 
experiences and reflections are highly regarded in the process. In the same vein, 
Schwandt (2005) describes that workplace learning embraces learning and sensemaking; 
sensemaking ties the learned experiences of the learner with the changing organisational 
contexts to allow critical, effective problem-solving actions. Illeris (2004) illustrates a 
revised model of workplace learning (Figure 1 below) developed by Jorgensen and 
Warring (2001), which stresses the close interaction between the employees’ learning
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processes and the workplace environments. Illeris (2004) believes that the outcomes of 
learning practice at work rely on the individual’s characteristics (e.g., personality, 
education and work experience), the work situation (e.g., types, workload, peer support, 
and career prospects), and the overall social culture of the organisation.
EMPLOYEES' LEARNING 
PROCESSES
•  Work Experience
• Education and Training
•  Social Background
WORKPLACE
LEARNING
THE TECHNICAL-ORGANISATIONAL 
LEARNING ENVIRONMENT
•  Division of Work and Work Content
•  Autonomy and Application of Qualifications
•  Possibilities of Social Interaction
•  Strain and Stress
Figure 1: A model o f workplace learning (adopted from Illeris, 2004, p. 432)
In terms of terminology, “workplace learning” is often found to be used 
interchangeably with “work-based learning”, although the latter term is usually 
associated as part of an academic programme nowadays. Gray (2001, p. 3) explains three 
implications of work-based learning: “learning fo r work (e.g., work placements), 
learning at work (e.g., company in-house training programmes) and learning through 
work, linked to formally accredited further or higher education programmes”. These give 
comparable insights to what workplace learning means.
The Workplace Learning Community
While Illeris’s (2004) model conceptualizes workplace learning within the 
context of an organisation, the Australian National Training Authority (ANTA) (2003) 
discusses it in broader sense, specifying the detailed components inside and outside an
THE SOCIAL-CULTURAL 
LEARNING ENVIRONMENT
•  Communities of Work
•  Cultural Communities
•  Political Communities
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organisation that constitute a complete workplace learning community, and suggesting 
what drives the effectiveness of workplace learning in organisations. This ANTA report 
(2003) stresses again the environmental forces and changes that the chapter has also 
discussed earlier (e.g., globalisation, competition, IT and the knowledge economy) to 
emphasise continuous staff development in order to benefit organisational growth. The 
Authority presents a number of key findings about what the “ideal” workplace learning 
situation should be. First, workplace learning should increase the innovative capacity in 
organisations by developing employees to be able to innovate at work. Second, 
organisations had better cultivate a learning culture that promotes training and learning. 
Third, workplace learning must be part of the agenda of implementing organisational 
strategies for competitive growth. Fourth, workplace learning of all forms {formal or 
informal) is equally valued and strategically adopted to meet different circumstances. 
Fifth, organisations should not assume a thought of “one-size-can-fit-all” in dealing with 
workplace learning to develop their employees. Multiple, systematic approaches of 
training and learning should be considered. Sixth, all sorts of business networks and 
partnerships will serve as critical resources of workplace learning to help complete the 
learning cycles for employees engaging in the business. Given the above considerations, 
a systemic view of workplace learning community is provided by ANTA (2003) (as 
shown in Figure 2 below), which illustrates the various components in such learning 
environments. Although the report is Australian focused and the Authority does not 
specify it for any industries or firm sizes, it should be noted that the report discusses 
workplace learning in light of innovation, learning culture, alignment of business 
strategy with learning, types of learning, and networks, all of which apply importantly to 
the SME sector, regardless of industries or locations. As such, the diagram provides a 
strong foundation for this research study.
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The workplace learning community
Workplace learning 
for increased 
competitiveness and 
innovative capacity
Skills and capacity; 
Innovative capacity
The workgroup 
and individual
Environmental factors such a s  
competitiveness, globalisation, 
knowledge economy, technological 
change and government policy
Supply chains; 
Government; 
Community; 
Professional societies; 
O ther enterprises
Networks and 
partnerships
The enterprise
Culture of learning Technology
A ccess to networks
Strategic
Plans
Training
Figure 2: A systemic view of workplace learning community (adopted from ANTA, 2003, p. 2)
The Practice of Workplace Learning
The workplace is increasingly complex and so is the practice of workplace 
learning because of the changing environment and the intensification of work (Burchell, 
Ladipo and Wilkinson, 2002; Barnett, 2004). In addition, learning is personalized about 
people, whose past experiences will affect how they process their new learning 
(Hargreaves and Jarvis, 2000). In other words, even if an organisation uses a single 
learning strategy, employees still learn -  or do not learn -  and achieve learning outcomes 
differently (Kolb, Rubin and McIntyre, 1974; Kolb, 1977). The workplace is normally 
engaged by adults, and their learning characteristics in the context of past personal 
experiences, are therefore vital to the understanding of workplace learning.
As such, workplace learning involves an aspect of human experience in a 
practical setting -  either with others or being alone. This makes Kolb’s theory of 
experiential learning come under the spotlight. Kolb (1984) proposes a learning cycle 
with four distinct stages to explain how learning happens at work -  concrete experience,
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reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation. He also 
elaborates these stages with another set of corresponding but simpler words -  feeling, 
watching, thinking, and doing. As Kolb (1984) believes, learning is a multi-stage process 
for reaching knowledge through the transformation of different experiences inside the 
learner, who may be dealing with another person and/or a particular environment. Simply 
put, he argues that learning happens with experience. His classic learning cycle is shown 
below (Figure 3).
Active
Experimentation
(Doing)
Concrete
Experience
(Feeling)
Abstract
Conceptualization
(Thinking)
Reflective
Observation
(Watching)
Figure 3: Kolb t  experiential learning cycle (adopted from Taylor and Fumham, 2005, p. 36)
It is important to note that the end of one cycle becomes the start of next cycle. 
Kolb (1984) regards experiential learning as a continuous, inter-related process of 
accumulating and learning personal experiences in life, which supports the notions of 
adult learning, transformative learning, lifelong learning, and the problem-solving 
approach in human learning (Mezirow, 1991, 1997; Raelin, 2000; Jarvis, 2004; 
Thompson, 2006). In fact, his view of experience and reflection as the basis of learning 
has been discussed since Dewey’s works (e.g., McDermott, 1981; Hickman and 
Alexander, 1998; Rodgers, 2002), and is well supported by other scholars (e.g., Lewin, 
1951; Knowles, 1980, 1986; Schôn, 1983, 1987; Jarvis, 1987, 1992, 2004; Gray et ah, 
2004).
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Let us take an example with regard to Figure 3 above: A salesperson is learning 
how to conduct a sales call. The first thing he would do is to take his past personal 
experiences (relevant or not) as reference and see if they are applicable for this time 
{concrete experience/feeling). He would also like to observe a senior salesperson on 
conducting several sales calls, and get some idea of how to do it properly {reflective 
observation/watch). Along the way, he is crafting his own “mental picture” of conducting 
professional sales calls, with rules and procedures {abstract conceptualization/thinking). 
He finally executes his first sales call, and experiences it {active experimentation/doing). 
In each subsequent sales call, he is accumulating and learning his personal experience 
and feeling of the process, which will serve as his future reference for doing the next 
sales call or even other similar activities.
Jarvis et aL (2003, p. 64-65) stress that “all forms of experiential learning can 
be behavioural, action-based, cognitive or social”, but “while the actual learning process 
is individual, no one is totally individuated”. This informs the nature of learners in 
today’s workplace. Knowles, Holton and Swanson (1998) also discuss six characteristics 
about learning by adults. First, adults usually assess the importance or usefulness of a 
learning task for themselves before they learn about it. Second, adult learners prefer to 
learn with personal control over the tasks. Third, adults like to apply their own 
experiences in the learning process. Fourth, adults expect just-in-time learning or like to 
learn when they feel they are ready. Fifth, adults value learning that is related to their 
work. Sixth, adults tend to learn better if they are motivated by positive factors like 
plentiful resources, enough time, confidence, job promotion, and pay raise. Given this 
information, a consensus is sought that organisations should take note of what learning 
strategies are implemented, how learning is actually processed at work, what learning 
atmosphere (culture) is being created, what learning tools (support) are in place, and the 
state of relationships between workers as well as between the organisation and the
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workers.
In any organisation, three categories of learning are possibly practised, which 
are formal learning, informal learning, and incidental learning (e.g., Jarvis et aL, 2003; 
Gray et ah, 2004; Hicks et aL, 2007). As Gray et aL (p. 22) describe:
“Workplace learning includes formal learning (through 
accredited or non-accredited programmes); informal learning 
(arising through interactions at work, from action, through 
problem-solving or through processes such as coaching and 
mentoring); or incidental learning (occurring by chance).”
Formal learning involves learning activities, held in a classroom setting but sometimes 
on-the-job, that are usually pre-planned, trainer-led, structured and well defined with a 
curriculum, learning objectives and assessment methods (Marsick and Watkins, 2001; 
Birdthistle, 2006; Hicks et aL, 2007). In contrast, informal learning takes place more 
casually outside the classroom using a variety of means from self-directed, experiential, 
to social kinds; a more learner-centred approach of bridging learning and work practice 
together, which is planned or unplanned and possibly without much structure linking to 
pre-set objectives, assessment work and so on (Marsick and Watkins, 2001; Cross, 2007; 
Hicks et aL, 2007). Informal learning drives individual development of tacit knowledge 
and skills (Bryson, Pajo, Ward and Mallon, 2006) and is most used in the workplace 
(Billett, 2002; Eraut, 2004; Gray et aL, 2004). Jarvis et aL (2003) consider preconscious 
learning -  one form of non-reflective leaning -  as incidental learning. As Hicks et aL 
(2007, p. 63) elaborate, it is one that “ocurs serendipitously as a result of completing a 
job and people are often unaware of their learning”. Incidental learning is noticeable in 
SMEs -  especially those of smaller size, as Matlay (2000, p, 207) points out, “it appears 
that in micro- and small businesses most work-based learning is incidental and it occurs 
sporadically throughout routine daily tasks.” Thus, much learning in small organisations
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can be found as informal or incidental learning depending on the firm size.
Marsick and Watkins (1990, 1997) discuss a model of informal and incidental 
learning, which is further developed with Cseh (Cseh, Watkins and Marsick, 1999) based 
on her research findings from owner/mangers of small firms. The model is centred at the 
interpretation of business context that drives learning to happen. Figure 4 below depicts 
their final version of the model (Marsick and Watkins, 2001) that sheds more light on 
incidental learning by recognising the presence of triggers in learning. As they describe, 
the degree of conscious awareness in the learner differs between informal and incidental 
learning. They specify that workplace learning is basically of a social nature among 
people who work together towards some common organisational goals. However, such 
learning will not always be pre-planned, and may simply evolve over work with others 
without notice. The model emphasises the process of learning by adults through 
experience and interactions with their environments (Dewey, 1938; Lewin, 1951; Argyris 
and Schôn, 1974, 1978; Kolb, 1984; Mezirow, 1991).
CONTEXT
WORK
Access intended 
and unintended 
consequences
Lessons
learned
Framing the 
business context
Interpreting
experience
Learning
strategies
Triggers
Produce 
the proposed 
solutions
Examine
alternative
solutions
Figure 4: Marsick and Watkins’s model of informal and incidental learning as adapted with Cseh 
(adopted from Marsick and Watkins, 2001, p. 29)
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For example, a worker will frame a context that he encounters for learning -  no 
matter it is intentional or just triggered by certain reason. He sets out by reviewing his 
past experiences and determines possible solutions to tackle it until some learning 
approach is selected. Learning takes place using the approach(es), and he eventually 
assesses the learning outcomes against his expectations. Given the learning experience -  
successful or not, he absorbs the lesson which will become part of his personal 
experience used in planning future actions or framing the next learning situation. This 
brings the learner back to the beginning of the cycle.
As can be seen so far, all of these various viewpoints about learning are not 
merely theoretical arguments or constructs used in theory building; the ways in which 
learning is approached have been shown to be highly relevant to the effectiveness of 
learning in the workplace (Hager, 2004). Added to this, Gray et al. (2004, p. 5) have 
suggested that “workplace learning is a process of reasoned learning through which both 
individuals and organisations move towards desirable and sustainable outcomes”. Their 
argument is echoed by Nieuwenhuis and Van Woerkom (2007), whose empirical study 
finds that the effectiveness of workplace learning is dependent on the goal orientation of 
the workplace where the players are the employer and the employees. In that sense, using 
different learning practices in the workplace may speak of what the organisation intends 
to achieve at different time given the conditions it is facing, and how well its employees 
can really agree and practise to reach the common targets. The research questions (RQ-1 
to RQ-3) of the study are set to investigate these areas.
Epistemology of Practical Learning
“The domain of epistemology relates to beliefs about knowledge -  how we feel 
we should go about locating and acquiring it -  as important, the standards we hold for 
what constitutes ‘valid’ knowledge” (Klimoski, 2007, p. 493). Raelin (2007) looks at the 
epistemology of practical learning, which is important in the workplace because the
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process of workplace learning is essentially practice-based. He investigates the issues 
involved in establishing the praxis, or the intersection of theory and practice. One issue 
includes integration of tacit knowledge into the epistemology of practice. Raelin (2007) 
observes that tacit knowledge is typically missing from the classroom environment and 
from theoretical learning, and as such is a unique element of practical learning. Critical 
reflection is another unique aspect of practice that is discussed. He adds that 
“practitioners thus need to develop their cognitive ability to help make sense of their own 
practice” (Raelin, 2007, p. 501). Critical reflection is seen as a way that this could occur. 
Schwandt (2005) also shares the view that an epistemology of practice is necessary in 
order to allow learners, with proper guidance, to make sense of the learning process and 
to integrate the understanding of theory into practice.
Raelin’s (2007) view of the epistemology of practice may be compared with 
the epistemology of necessity developed by Smith (2006). Smith’s (2006) epistemology 
examines the actions and activities that new employees must do in their pursuit of 
knowledge, and how they must manage the factors that affect this pursuit. In the study, 
Smith (2006) identifies five interrelated action sets or mediating factors, which are (1) 
the time (being available for work), (2) the organisation (in which workplace culture is 
developed), (3) motivation (that is driven by learning goals and needs or not), (4) 
learning strategies (for utilizing employees’ prior learning and current experience 
effectively), and (5) identity (about the self at work including roles and responsibilities). 
“Together, the five action sets affirm an understanding of epistemological agency as the 
new employees’ construction of knowledge in the workplace across a broad range of 
personal and contextual mediations” (Smith, 2006, p. 300). According to Smith (2006), 
this agency is specifically a factor in the efficacy of knowledge acquisition and formation, 
and is seen as the defining factor between learners who prove to be highly successful 
within the workplace and those who do not. As such, the agency may be considered to be
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a primary element in driving successful learning at work.
Smith’s (2006) epistemological agency finds its support in other empirical 
studies. For example, Billett’s (2004) examination of workplace learning encompasses 
individual reasons for learning involvement, and individual agency is a strong factor in 
which individuals will engage in learning or not and to what extent learning is engaged 
in. This demonstrates an essential yet critical feature of organisational (or workplace) 
learning, which is based in the motivation of the individual, and in order to promote 
more successful learning at work, the learning experience must appeal to as much 
individual motivations, desires, and needs as possible. Likewise, Bryson et a l  (2006) 
conduct a study in which individuals are examined whether they choose to take initiative 
or not during training. Their study shows that proactive individuals (i.e., those who take 
agency for their learning patterns and opportunities) perceive the learning environment 
as expansive or one offering many opportunities; while those who are not proactive (i.e., 
those who do not take specific agency for their learning opportunities and directions) 
experience the learning environment as restrictive or one offering few opportunities. 
Although Bryson et al. ’s (2006) research is a case study that may pose a concern for 
generalisation, it does demonstrate that personal involvement, as well as the programme 
design for learning, has high potential to change the outcomes of successful learning 
experiences in the workplace. Added to this, Thompson (2006) also points out some key 
barriers to reflective practice, which are unhelpful organisational culture, poor staff care, 
and issues of time and workload suffered by employees.
Focus on the Learner
Central to the concept of workplace learning is the learner, who brings his/her 
own motivations, self-efficacy, and other required features to the experiences of learning 
at work (Ellstrom, 2001; Lee and Roth, 2006). In other words, it is essentially a personal 
activity, although the organisation is also playing a role in cultivating workplace learning.
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This section relates to what the research question (RQ-3) explores.
More empirical studies point to this “learner” aspect in the literature. For 
example, Fuller and Unwin (2005) investigate workplace learning from the angle of 
older/experienced workers, who are faced with changing expectations in the workplace. 
The study lasts for three years in four different work locations. As a result, two of these 
locations are highlighted for discussion given their contrasting nature and significant 
proportion of older/experienced workers. The authors examine attitudes to learning, the 
relationship between workplace learning and organisational change, and perceptions of 
how learning occurs in the workplace. On the whole, respondents indicate that they learn 
about their work through practice and interaction with other co-workers, and the 
diversity in mentors/coaches (learning from more than one person) also helps them learn 
better. For job-related development, they are positive about learning and want more 
learning opportunities inside and outside their organisation. However, they share 
different views on the relationship between workplace learning and organisational 
change. In the first location, organisational change is viewed as a positive means of 
firm’s enhancement through additional learning; in the second location, it is considered 
as a threat to firm’s stability or a sign that something is wrong with the firm, and new 
learning is treated suspiciously. Fuller and Unwin (2005) find that it is due to the 
different initial training experiences in the workers between the two locations. In the first 
location, the initial training programme was a speciality process that involved a period of 
apprenticeship and advanced learning modules, and as such the workers regard their 
skills as special or unique within the organisation. This leads to a belief that the initial 
training that taught common skills rapidly (as in the second location) may not be as 
effective as the longer, specialized training. The study shows the importance of worker 
perception of the learning process in its effectiveness.
Fuller and Unwin’s (2005) results are echoed by another study on
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older/experienced workers in Finnish SMEs, in which these workers feel that work 
experience is the main source of competence, and it is primarily developed through 
training and practical experience (Paloniemi, 2006). In this study, social participation and 
learning from co-workers are both seen to be key to learning success. Moreover, changes 
in the working environment are viewed as requirements for more training and are not 
feared (similar to how the workers view in the first location under Fuller and Unwin’s 
(2005) study), which possibly relate to the unique environment and training practices 
involved again. Paloniemi’s (2006) study lends further support to what Fuller and Unwin
(2005) discuss, as well as providing evidence that the practice of workplace learning 
does not cease when an individual becomes an experienced worker. It is a lifelong 
learning process.
Further to the perceptions of learning process and changing environment, 
another factor involved in the success of workplace learning lies in the perception of the 
worker about the workplace as a learning environment or not (Coetzer, 2007). Coetzer’s 
(2007) study demonstrates that this particular perception can vary from one person to 
another depending on the demographic profile of the individual, which will affect the 
outcomes of learning experience. It comes to a point that learning culture is critical in 
today’s workplace given the diversity of workers, and organisations should therefore 
drive it well in order to support more successful learning by different workers.
Apart from perceptions, workers’ personal traits can themselves affect the 
practice of workplace learning and its effectiveness. Self-directed learning is discussed 
within the workplace learning literature, as it can be engaged in even in the absence of 
any specific structure or support for workplace learning in an organisation (Beitler and 
Mitlacher, 2007). These authors define self-directed learning as a process in which an 
individual learner takes the initiative in determining his/her learning needs and goals, 
identifying required resources, implementing learning strategies and evaluating outcomes.
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SME employees are especially seen to be facing such working conditions.
THE NATURE OF HUMAN RESOURCE DEVELOPMENT IN SMEs
Human Resource Development (HRD) is a multidisciplinary concept, which is 
built on other seminal theories in sociology, anthropology, psychology, management, 
education, economics, physical sciences, and philosophy around its primary constructs of 
learning, people, and organisations (Chalofsky, 2007). While Lee (2001) chooses not to 
define HRD since there is no way to do so accurately as it keeps evolving in context, it is 
clear though that “the purpose of HRD is to enhance learning, human potential, and high 
performance in work-related systems” (Bates, Hatcher, Holton and Chalofsky, 2001, p. 
205). In the simplest terms, HRD is viewed as a process of cultivating human capital 
through organisational development (OD) and training and development (T&D) 
initiatives for reaching firm effectiveness in the competitive market (Noe, 2010).
How do SME employees learn in the workplace? Is the HRD function present 
in the structure of these firms? In the literature, much of what is known empirically about 
HRD comes from the studies of large organisations (e.g., Caligiuri and Di Santo, 2001; 
Minbaeva, Pedersen, Bjorkman, Fey and Park, 2003; Neupert, Baughn and Dao, 2005; 
Shen and Darby, 2006; Zheng, Hyland and Soosay, 2007). However, SMEs face similar 
environmental factors as their large counterparts do, and they also have to strive for 
survival and growth by continuous learning -  regardless of their ways of practice -  
where the bottom line is that employee development is what it takes to stay in the 
business, not only to stay competitive (Brinkerhoff and Apking, 2001; Doyle, 2003). The 
contemporary view of employees is that they are valued assets in a firm; no matter what 
roles they are taking at work, they are contributing their own share of knowledge, job 
skills and performance into the organisational productivity, like the mechanics of 
building blocks that every employee counts (Drucker, 1999b; Lee, 2003). In such
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organisational contexts, productive knowledge, normally of explicit and/or tacit types, is 
acquired and shared through HRD efforts (Brown, Reich and Stem, 1993; Raelin, 2000).
The nature of HRD in small firms can be very different from that of large firms. 
For example, the SME training and development efforts are bound to informal or ad-hoc 
processes (Penn, Ang’wa, Forster, Heydon and Richardson, 1998; Lawless, Allan and 
O’Dwyer, 2000; Birdthistle, 2006). This implies, as Hill and Stewart (2000) and Coetzer
(2006) also point out, that there are many small firms which do not even have dedicated 
HRD functions in place. Other research finds that SME owner/managers realise and 
appreciate the benefits of formal HRD practices, but their learning still ends up being 
informal and accidental in their workplaces (e.g., Rowden and Ahmad, 2000; Birdthistle, 
2006; Sam, 2007). To this end, SMEs are less likely to engage in long-term, proactive, or 
formal job/staff planning for building the effectiveness of organisation, but concentrate 
on short-term, reactive, or incentive-based solution for just getting the current tasks done 
(Westhead and Storey, 1999; Lawless et ah, 2000; Bartram, 2005). These typical 
differences are attributed to certain root causes within SMEs, such as their reduced 
complexity of organisational structure (which can come to be unstructured at all), fewer 
internal resources (people, time, and/or funds) to devote to the formal HRD processes, as 
well as desperation for “efficiency” that decreases their perceived value of HRD as it 
does not always relate directly or instantly to a job function (Hoque and Bacon, 2006). 
Hence, given their own characteristics of the firm, SMEs turn out to be highly diverse in 
management practices and attitudes to the development of human resources (e.g., 
Mazzarol, 2003; Sam, 2007). Kotey and Folker (2007) add that only those small 
organisations which are strongly innovation-based or in their high-growth stage may be 
inclined to consider the formal option of HRD.
HRD is formulated with four key components -  individual development, career 
development, performance management, and organisational development, all of which
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are necessarily integrated and leveraged towards achieving organisational effectiveness 
(Gilley, Eggland and Gilley, 2002). In view of organisational effectiveness, the literature 
offers an alternative discussion about high performance work organisations (HPWOs). 
Ashton and Sung (2002) and de Waal (2007) address four critical factors that can boost 
effectiveness, productivity, and innovation at firm level: (1) organisational and process 
re-engineering, (2) employee involvement and development, (3) learning and sharing 
culture at work, and (4) quality-control and reward systems. The concept of HP WO is 
worthwhile to the SME sector. As for SMEs -  with limited internal resources in general, 
being innovative is their survival niche in the changing market against large competitors 
(e.g., OECD, 1997; Matthews, 2002; ANTA, 2003). They fight for high productivity 
levels in whatever they do in the business chain and hope to be able to grow the firm 
over time (Hong and Jeong, 2006). Innovation reversely links with firm size (Rogers, 
2004). It is thus demonstrated that SMEs are more flexible in operations and adapt faster 
to changes with ideas (Schindehutte and Morris, 2001). SME employees also tend to take 
up multiple role responsibilities and work closely with their owner/managers (Corbitt 
and Al-Qirim, 2004). Their small firm size and flatter hierarchy promote communication 
and sharing of information/knowledge across the entire organisation (Penn et ah, 1998; 
Wilkinson, 1999; Martin and Matlay, 2003). As can be understood, all of these specific 
conditions are advantageous for an SME to develop into a HP WO or in other words, a 
productive organisation. Perhaps the only concern is whether the firm will become more 
structured or not with growth in terms of workplace practices, which is what the research 
question (RQ-4) asks from the learning aspect.
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PERFORMANCE MEASUREMENT IN SMEs
As discussed above, SMEs recognises HRD as a systematic practice to boost 
organisational effectiveness in the long run, but they often do it informally (if done) to 
align with their resource constraints and specific business contexts (e.g., Bartram, 2005; 
Hoque and Bacon, 2006; Sam, 2007). While performance management is regarded as 
one of the four building components in HRD (Gilley et al., 2002), it is not difficult to 
accept that SMEs are weak in measuring performance given their informality in learning 
and development.
Performance measurement (PM) is vital to help achieve efficient and effective 
management in organisations for better planning, analysing of actions, decision making, 
staff learning, and external communication (Neely, Adams and Kennerley, 2002). The 
measures of performance have evolved to take a comprehensive approach to cover both 
financial and non-financial aspects (Simpson, Padmore and Newman, 2012). Among the 
popular PM systems since 90’s such as Performance Measurement Questionnaire (Dixon, 
Nanni and Vollmann, 1990), Performance Pyramid (Lynch and Cross, 1991), Balanced 
Scorecard (Kaplan and Norton, 1992), and Performance Prism (Neely et al., 2002), 
however, the concept of performance measurement still continues to be vague and less 
implemented in small firms (Hudson-Smith and Smith, 2007).
Shortcomings in performance measurement among SMEs are addressed in the 
literature (Garengo, Biazzo and Bititci, 2005). These authors summarise six common 
factors in SMEs: (1) limited human resources for PM activities; (2) lack of financial 
resources to implement a PM system; (3) weak managerial capacity of owner/managers 
for PM management; (4) taking a reactive/informal approach with daily operations and 
strategic planning; (5) involving much tacit knowledge in their business that is difficult 
to collect into a PM system; and (6) misconception of performance measurement as an 
obstacle to their business flexibility.
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THE LEARNING STRATEGIES OF SMEs
This section reviews the literature to investigate SMEs’ existing patterns of 
learning strategies that contribute to staff development and the well-being of the firm. 
What kinds of learning opportunities do SMEs offer to their employees in the workplace, 
under what circumstances and how are they executed? It is claimed that, for an array of 
approaches, workplace learning in small organisations involves 80-90% informal and 
only 10-20% formal (Cross, 2007). Regardless of these exact percentages, informal 
learning appears to be dominant in the SME sector as indicated in the literature (e.g., 
Dawe and Nguyen, 2007; The Conference Board of Canada, 2009).
Formal Learning
SMEs are practising a lot more of informal learning, but it does not mean that 
formal learning is never a choice for them. Slotte, Tynjala and Hytonen (2004) discuss 
the equal importance of both formal and informal learning to the workplace, depending 
on what the organisations prefer over the different learning processes and outcomes to 
suit their needs at a given point in time. Smith (2003) observes in a large-scale survey 
that every year 80% of Australians working in SMEs undergo some type of learning in 
their workplaces; while much learning is reported as informal or “on-the-job”, there is an 
increase in using formal and external training during the period. Amara, Landry, 
Becheikh and Ouimet (2008) identify five learning practices in SMEs, which are termed 
as either formal or informal learning processes -  (1) learning by searching, (2) learning 
by training, (3) learning by doing, (4) learning by using, and (5) learning by interacting. 
According to their study, learning by searching is rather formal within the SME, which is 
the conceptual learning mode through research and development (R&D) activities. 
Learning by training is one which is exemplified by formal training and development 
(HRD) programmes from internal and/or external sources. Learning by doing (or 
learning through experience) and learning by using that may involve learning processes
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established with the use of advanced technologies, are viewed as either formal or 
informal approach (or a mixture of both). Learning by interacting, a process of forming 
inter-firm and/or inter-personal connections among SMEs, is treated as an informal 
learning procedure. Amara et al.'s study (2008) also points out that the two formalised 
learning methods (i.e., learning by searching and learning by training) are highly 
correlated with novelty and innovation of the small firm, indicating that the formal 
learning processes are valuable in their work environment since innovation is part of the 
SME survival niche. The study adds that those firms not engaging in formal learning 
may experience a lower degree of novelty and innovation, potentially decreasing their 
competitive position in business. As such, the use of formal learning practices within 
SMEs, even though it does not necessarily result in the same innovative benefits to all of 
them, can be well considered to be one important factor in helping to maintain the 
strategic advantages of the firm.
Having said that, however, a dilemma is also noted whether the use of formal 
learning, which is costly, resource-driven and inflexible, is appropriate to all SMEs 
(Macpherson and Jayawama, 2007). As the authors argue, SMEs are highly varied in 
many aspects. Examples include firm size, organisational structure, demographic 
characteristics of employees, availability of HRM/HRD functions, specific needs of 
learning and development, levels of product innovation, technological sophistication of 
business processes, types of customers, management styles of owner/managers, and 
organisational culture. These factors will uniquely influence a small firm’s tendency to 
accept and implement formal learning practices or to prefer informal learning approaches. 
In one empirical study conducted by Kotey and Folker (2007) about the effect of 
business growth in SME learning, it also reveals that there are distinct patterns of using 
formal learning between non-family and family SMEs. Non-family firms tend to 
experience a linear and continuous increase in formal learning programmes as they grow
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in size (in terms of the number of employees), while family firms experience such 
increase only during their critical growth phase in business, or when the firm is growing 
between 20 and 49 employees that formalised systems begin to be particularly sought.
In conclusion, formal learning strategies are often perceived as optional by 
SME owner/managers and may only be practised at the time of criticality or having the 
“capability” in these firms (Lawless et al., 2000; Michelson and Kramar, 2003; Kotey 
and Folker, 2007). For SMEs, formal learning is approached with extra care (e.g., subject 
to corporate limitations) and in very selective manner (e.g., depending on the suitability 
of the learning programmes) (Heneman et ah, 2000; Sam, 2007). Yet it is worth pointing 
out that given the increasing complexity of global business environment nowadays with 
specific standards, regulations and practices to adhere to, larger SMEs start considering 
the competence development of employees with more use of formal learning strategies to 
standardise such explicit knowledge acquisition (Kock, Gill and Ellstrom, 2008). 
Informal Learning
Based on much evidence in the literature, informal learning is clearly the core 
practice in the SME workplace. Although informal learning is seen as formal learning’s 
“poor cousin” because of its causality by nature and weaker assessment mechanism in 
the learning process (Birdthistle, 2006; Golding, Brown and Foley, 2009), it is far more 
economical, practical, relevant and timely to tackle job issues, and meets the learner’s 
needs directly (e.g., Eraut, 2004; Skule, 2004; Ellinger and Cseh, 2007; Marsick, 2009). 
Informal learning is learner-centred and geared very much towards the dimension of 
experience (hands-on), reflection (understanding) and result (performance) in the learner 
(Kolb, 1984; Jarvis, 1987; Marsick and Watkins, 2001), which makes it naturally 
preferable by SMEs since these firms are seeking shorter-term yet effective solutions in 
operating the business, including developing their workers (Lawless et al., 2000; 
Birdthistle, 2006). That means, in SMEs, workplace learning is a matter of fit and
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function to address their organisational goals, needs and limited resources with feasible 
practices for improving productivity and competitiveness as quickly as possible (The 
Conference Board of Canada, 2009). Since “informal learning is one of the most 
prevalent forms of learning in the workplace” (Ellinger, 2005, p. 389) and humans are all 
informal learners, informal learning is undoubtedly welcomed and exercised a lot in 
small firms (The National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER), 2009).
Marsick and Volpe (1999, p. 5) summarise the key characteristics of informal 
learning and what makes it a successful learning experience in the workplace (Table 1 
below), which provides invaluable insights to the case of SMEs (a new column added on 
the right -  describing the suitability o f informal learning for SME situations):
Table 1: The key characteristics of informal learning (adopted from Marsick and Volpe, 1999, p. 5)
Informal Learning What Enhances or 
Improves Learning
SMEs
•  Is integrated with work •  Making time and space 
and daily routines for learning
v" Learning at work without 
much formal HRD
interventions
•  Is triggered by an • Scan of external and
internal or external jolt internal environment
v" Being flexible to changes as 
survival niche; making 
informal learning a natural 
solution
•  Is not highly conscious •  Heightened consciousness s  Having work-oriented, not
or awareness learning-oriented
workplaces
•  Is haphazard and 
influenced by chance
• Attention to goals and 
turning points
s  Being growth-driven with 
much short-term pressures; 
leaving learning as a 
“just-in-time ” approach
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• Is an inductive process •  Inductive mindset and 
of reflection and action reflective skills
s  Using experiential learning 
with actual work; supporting 
such skills to develop 
naturally
• Is linked to learning of 
others
• Dependent on
collaboration and trust
v' Being advantageous with 
small firm size andflatter 
organisational structure; 
promoting sharing among 
all levels o f staff
As seen from Table 1, it becomes understandable why SMEs would favour informal 
learning in their workplaces. First, according to Marsick and Volpe (1999), this type of 
learning is highly job-related. For SMEs, putting learning into daily work is a typical 
scenario due to their resource issues (e.g., no formal HRD function) (Hill and Stewart, 
2000; Coetzer, 2006; Hoque and Bacon, 2006). Second, informal learning is triggered by 
environmental factors, of either an external or internal kind. Most SMEs are sensitive to 
such triggers for survival reason (Schindehutte and Morris, 2001) and tend to react with 
learning solutions which are informal, work-directed and problem-based (Eraut, 2004; 
Ellinger and Cseh, 2007). Third, informal learning is less conscious. It is the case that 
small firms may practise learning only when they see a critical need or a problem at 
work (Lawless et al., 2000; Birdthistle, 2006). They lack dedicated personnel to plan and 
design their learning in advance (Coetzer, 2006). Fourth, informal learning happens in a 
haphazard and random manner based on what nature of learning is required at that time. 
In SMEs, they normally go by a “just-in-time” or “just enough” learning philosophy, as 
their business strategies are very much about seeking growth or survival from short-term 
perspectives, which increases the multiples of organisational changes, making learning 
more ad-hoc, unstructured and unforeseeable (Penn et al., 1998; Westhead and Storey, 
1999; Lawless et al., 2000; Bartram, 2005). Fifth, informal learning encourages active
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learning of the learner with personal reflection and practical experience. This is what 
SMEs naturally benefit from given their ways of learning on the job most of the time 
(Dawe and Nguyen, 2007; Sam, 2007). Last, the sharing of knowledge, skills and 
abilities (KSAs) (Noe, 2010) is critical in informal learning. SMEs can manage this 
learning characteristic better since they are smaller in size and simpler in terms of 
organisational structure. Employees should find it easier to know or communicate with 
one another (Penn et al., 1998; Martin and Matlay, 2003).
Ellinger (2005) suggests both positive and negative organisational factors that 
will influence informal learning in the workplace, as shown in Table 2 below. Regardless 
of whether the firm is big or small, the emphasis is placed from the need of an active, 
manager-led learning culture that promotes experiential, self-reflected learning 
opportunities with open, frequent sharing among colleagues, to the importance of 
goal-oriented, timely learning that responds to firm development and the changing 
environment. Moreover, time provided for leaming/re-leaming by employees and 
appropriate learning resources are supported by management who should also be flexible, 
transparent and non-threatening. All these organisational criteria will serve as some good 
reference to the findings of this research to help understand if SMEs have generally 
made an effort in cultivating them to benefit their long-term practice of informal learning, 
or otherwise.
Table 2: The positive and negative organisational factors influencing informal learning in the 
workplace (adopted from Ellinger, 2005, p. 401/404)
Positive Factors Negative Factors
• Learning-committed leadership and • Leadership and management not
management committed to learning
o Managers and leaders who o Unsupportive and disrespectful
S  create informal learning leaders and managers who do not
opportunities value learning
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S  serve as developers (coaches and o Microleaders and managers who tell
mentors) you what to do
v' visibly support and make space for • An internal culture of entitlement that
learning is slowly changing
V encourage risk taking • Work tools and resources
V instill the importance of sharing o Organisational distractions that
knowledge and developing others impede informal learning
v' give positive feedback and o Diminished personal communications
recognition because of virtual technology
v' serve as role models o Some budget constraints
• An internal culture committed to • People who disrupt webs of
learning relationships for learning
• Work tools and resources o Old-guard cynicism
• People who form webs of relationships o Being territorial and hedging
for learning knowledge because of fear of
o Openness and accessibility of people downsizing
• Structural inhibitors
o Physical architectural barriers 
o A silo mentality; functional walls
• Lack of time because of job pressures 
and responsibilities
• Too much change too fast
• Not learning from learning
Berg and Chyung (2008) depict informal learning as either intentional that is 
easier to observe to be a learning activity or unintentional that is integrated with other 
daily tasks where learning is rather hidden and unconscious for the learner. This echoes 
the fact that incidental learning is part of informal learning; in either kind, making sense 
of individual experience is central to the learning process which is contextual, tacit, 
action-based, and reflective (Garrick, 1998; Marsick, Volpe and Watkins, 1999; Marsick, 
Watkins, Callahan and Volpe, 2006; Davies, 2008). Marsick and Watkins (1990)’s model 
of informal and incidental learning, enhanced with Cseh in 1999 (see Figure 4, p. 35), 
entails the process of workplace learning. While individual learning in the workplace is a
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crucial knowledge factor for SMEs (Ruiz-Mercader, Merono-Cerdan and 
Sabater-Sanchez, 2006), these authors extend the essentials of individual learning to the 
context of organisational learning in which workers should also learn together on a social 
contract to achieve higher-level, collective goals for the organisation through continuous 
cycles of environmental scanning, context framing, experience sharing, problem solving, 
solutioning, and reviewing. This whole process is informal and incidental because “such 
learning is not subject to design and control by trainers” (Marsick et al, 2006, p. 795).
Nowadays, it is evident that the formulation of informal learning becomes 
more strategic, being related to company vision/objectives, structure/systems/processes, 
and members’ KSAs (Marsick, 2006). As such, Marsick (2006) connects the model of 
informal and incidental learning with single and double-loop learning developed by 
Argyris and Schôn (1974, 1978, 1996) to stress the focal points for strategic learning and 
the nature of organisational learning in the workplace (Figure 5). Although Marsick’s 
(2006) discussion is not specific to SMEs, it has implications for SMEs since these firms 
are doing informal learning in a strategic manner that is often situational, contextual, and 
bounded to their business survival reasons (The Conference Board of Canada, 2009).
Assumptions,
Values,
Beliefs Context
Match
Mismatch
Actions
Double-loop
Learning
OutcomesIntentions
Single-loop
Learning
Figure 5: Model for informal learning in connection with single and double loop learning
(adopted from Marsick, 2006, p. 64)
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In Figure 5, the combination of models results in explaining that individuals in 
an organisation, based on certain common assumptions, values and beliefs, formulate 
their specific intentions and objectives for learning and sharing. They implement their 
learning strategies of choice (actions) until the learning outcomes are matched. This is 
single-loop learning. In the case of double-loop learning, if they feel that the learning 
solution is not satisfied, they interpret the context (or triggers) again with possibly new 
perspectives in assumptions, values and beliefs to refine their learning intentions before 
deciding on the next learning actions. They will continue this way, with deeper diagnoses 
each time, to evaluate the intentional (and unintentional) outcomes until the learning 
solution is satisfied. Marsick (2006) states the following eight focal points for executing 
strategic informal workplace learning:
1. Collect the consensus from individual assumptions, values, and beliefs.
2. Understand the context encountered.
3. Align with the external environment, culture and the differences in individuals.
4. Set clear, transparent intentions for learning.
5. Monitor the learning actions from start to finish.
6. Reflect on learning outcomes for agreement.
7. Determine whether the learning solution is satisfied or not (i.e., match or mismatch 
with intentions?).
8. Solicit feedback for improvements for next cycle, if mismatch.
As mentioned earlier, informal learning is popular in the SME workplace. Although 
SMEs may practise informal learning in a less structured way than what Marsick (2006) 
assumes in the model, the above focal points suggest the strategic approach in informal 
learning from an organisational perspective that SMEs will naturally value for building 
the competitiveness of the firm. The discussion leads to the notion of organisational 
learning.
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Organisational Learning
While organisational learning has been discussed in the literature for decades, 
however, little is known about it in SMEs (e.g., Matlay, 2000; Gray and Gonsaleves, 
2002; Spicer and Sadler-Smith, 2006; Michna, 2009). How these firms develop their 
organisational capabilities and learn as organisations are vital to their effective growth, 
even survival, in today’s highly competitive, globalised business environment (Graham 
and Nafukho, 2007). One view of organisational learning is collective learning within an 
organisation in which it promotes learning behaviours in employees and knowledge 
sharing/reuse among them to maximize the firm capabilities for business advantage 
(Marquardt, 1996). In terms of “organisational capability”, Collis (1996) coins it as the 
firm’s ability to learn and then to innovate. Therefore, another view of organisational 
learning is that it focuses on best practices in the workplace to drive learning as a 
corporate strategy to help manage change through knowledge and creative solutions 
(Bontis, 2002; Wang and Ahmed, 2003; Dimitriades, 2005). This idea is particularly 
relevant to most SMEs because they often strive to survive in competition through 
learning and adaption to changes coming from the marketplace (Graham and Nafukho, 
2007). Lastly, organisational learning can be viewed as the corporate-wide processes of 
communication, sharing and integration of knowledge and expertise into organisational 
routines and systems to give the firm inimitability (Collis, 1996; Crossan, Lane and 
White, 1999). This view distinguishes capable firms from non-capable ones, as 
elaborated by Spicer and Sadler-Smith (2006).
Hargreaves and Jarvis (2000, p. 32) write, “organisational learning may take 
place as a result of individual learning, provided that individuals are willing to share their 
learning with others and that there are efficient communication channels within the 
organisation that enable them to do so”. Clearly their statement addresses three important 
entities (individual, group and organisation) that are required to contribute into the
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practice of organisational learning in the workplace. To understand it better, the 
framework of organisational learning developed by Crossan et al. (1999) will be useful, 
who define the dynamics of learning at the individual, group and organisational levels 
through the 41 process -  intuition, interpretation, integration, and institutionalization. 
Each micro process carries different inputs (to happen) and outcomes (to be resulted), 
and is triggering from one to the other in a connected fashion over the three levels that 
explain the structure of how organisational learning occurs. Besides, “organisational 
learning can be conceived of as a principal means of achieving strategic renewal of an 
enterprise” (Crossan et ah, 1999, p. 522), which calls upon an on-going tension between 
exploration and exploitation in organisations that they must keep learning (exploring) 
new knowledge and/or new ways of doing things while using (exploiting) what have 
been learnt in order to improve their practices for driving competitive growth (renewal). 
Table 3 below describes the context of learning/renewal in organisations:
Table 3: Learning/renewal in organisations: four processes through three levels (Crossan et a l, 1999, 
p. 525)
Level Process Inputs/Outcomes
Individual Intuiting Experiences; Images; Metaphors
Interpreting Language; Cognitive Map;
Conversation/Dialogue
Group Intergrating Shared Understandings; Mutual Adjustment;
Interactive Systems
Organisational Institutionalizing Routines; Diagnostic Systems; Rules and
Procedures
As noted in the table, intuition and interpretation are at the individual level, 
where learning is based on personal encounters and processed with individual meanings 
and understanding. Integration is a group level of mutual effort and communication
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(group learning), where shared understanding and knowledge from individuals take place 
to enhance the qualities of teamwork and actions in the workplace that follow. 
Insititutionalization occurs at the organisational level, which is the establishment of 
formal rules, routines and systems within the organisation that constitute its common 
practices for control and management, as well as the resource/knowledge capture for 
efficient reuse. According to Crossan et al. (1999), individual-group-organisational is a 
“feed-forward” learning process while organisational-group-individual is a “feedback” 
learning process, indicating that the nature of intuition, interpretation, integration, and 
institutionalization forms a learning flow in a loop manner. In other words, people drive 
new learning that makes their organisation “learn”, and what has been learnt with the 
organisation is also fed back to affect how these people think and act next time. As 
Crossan and Berdrow (2003, p. 1101) stress, “once learning has been institutionalized it 
impacts the other learning processes” in the organisation. Figure 6 below describes the 
dynamics of organisational learning:
Individual Group Organisational
FEED-FORWARD
Intuiting
Individual Interpreting
Group Integrating
Organisational
Institntionalizating
Figure 6: The 41 framework o f organisational learning (Crossan et al, 1999, p. 532)
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It should be noted that Jones and Macpherson (2006) study how SMEs learn 
using Crossan et al.’s (1999) 41 framework. Jones and Macpherson (2006, p. 156) assert 
that the 41 framework is highly applicable to illustrate how SMEs learn, from individual 
to organisational learning, which “depends both on developing personal knowledge and 
skills (human capital), and on having effective systems for knowledge sharing (social 
capital)”. A number of prior studies also specifiy the same importance of systematic 
knowledge acquisition and dissemination at the collective level for firm development 
(e.g., Cohen and Levinthal, 1990; Huber, 1991; Pawlowsky, 2001; Zahra and George, 
2002). In addition, given SMEs’ limited internal resources, they are often found to 
leverage external sources, such as other SMEs, suppliers and customers, to facilitate their 
organisational learning to achieve strategic renewal and growth (Jones and Macpherson,
2006). The findings uncover the common practice of networking in SMEs’ philosophy of 
doing business in the marketplace. To this end, an additional and significant domain -  
inter-organisational learning -  exists in the SME learning process, producing a 51 
framework (plus Intertwining) according to Jones and Macpherson (2006). Their claim is 
supported by the literature. For example, inter-firm learning is found to be positively 
associated with higher-growth small firms in the manufacturing sector (Sadler-Smith, 
Spicer and Chaston, 2001). As most SMEs lack resources, they are used to look upon 
external sources to try to feed useful information and knowledge into their own 
workplaces (Holmqvist, 2003). Table 4 and Figure 7 below entail the extension of 41 into 
the 51 framework for the SME case:
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Table 4: Learning/renewal in SMEs: five processes through four levels (Jones and Macpherson, 2006, 
p. 170)
Level Process Inputs/Outcomes
Individual Intuiting Experiences; Images; Metaphors
Interpreting Language; Cognitive Map;
Conversation/Dialogue 
Group Intergrating Shared Understandings; Mutual Adjustment;
Interactive Systems
Organisational Institutionalizing Routines; Diagnostic Systems; Rules and
Procedures
Inter- Intertwining Customer Requirements; Supplier Suggestions;
Organisational After-Sales Service; Regulatory Environment;
Knowledge Providers
Inter-
Ladividual Group Organisational
FEED-FORWARD
Intuiting
Individual Interpreting
Group Integrating
Institntionalizating
Intertwining
Inter-
Organisational
External Sources
Figure 7: The 51framework o f organisational learning for SMEs (Jones and Macpherson, 2006, p.
169)
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However, a typical challenge for SMEs is that the success of organisational 
learning is directly and largely dependent on the owner/managers for their abilities, 
leadership and willingness to make it happen in the face of corporate constraints (Jones 
and Macpherson, 2006). Owner/managers’ personal traits and preferences heavily affect 
the ways how SMEs will be managed (Anderson, Gold and Gibb, 2011). Besides, Senge 
(1990, p. 236) stresses that “organisations learn only through individuals who learn”, and 
hence the learning activities done by SME people determine how their firm learns. It is 
observable that SMEs may even lack learning, and encouraging them to learn is often 
their issue due to sensitive tradeoffs around budgets, resources, and perceived benefits 
(Johnston and Loader, 2003). In most cases, “learning in SMEs tends to occur in reaction 
to some crisis or critical incident rather than as a result of a careful strategy to acquire 
new knowledge” (Jones and Macpherson, 2006, p. 173), which implies fewer systematic 
approach for these firms in dealing with learning, no matter whether it is individual, 
group, or organisational. But still, since small firms usually begin small with the main 
objective of growth and renewal, then learning, by all means, is critical to their business 
activities conducted (Graham and Nafukho, 2007). Moreover, strategic renewal is central 
to every successful SME moving into maturity, the formal/routinized practices of 
organisational learning should need to become vital at that moment for efficiency sake 
(Feldman and Rafaeli, 2002; Jones and Macpherson, 2006; Phelps, Adams and Bessant,
2007). As such, there is an interesting point that the degree of organisational learning in 
SMEs would vary, subject to their different stages in the organisational life cycle. The 
inquiry is addressed by all four research questions (RQ-1 to RQ-4) of this study. 
Communities of Practice (CoP)
Based on the 51 framework, SMEs acquire knowledge from external sources, 
which embeds a social characteristic of their practices and the importance of networks in 
their learning (Jones and Macpherson, 2006). The authors (pp. 171 -  172) define three
59
kinds of learning (normative, coercive, and mimetic) that SMEs do in the workplace:
“It is necessary for OMs [owner/managers] to consider industry 
and customer standards and whether they are meeting them 
(normative/coercive learning); what they can learn from other 
industries, organisations or institutions through benchmarking 
and copying (normative/mimetic learning); and the likely 
implications for their business if they do not address the 
concerns of key suppliers and customers (coercive learning).”
As can be seen, workplace learning in SMEs involves other firms and other people, in 
addition to their own group of employees within the organisation. Literature shares the 
same view on the significance of social/collective learning in the SME environment, as 
this approach is experience-based, practice-oriented, result-driven, cost-effective, and 
highly flexible (informal in nature). SMEs will develop communities of practice as their 
powerful learning networks to facilitate knowledge and information sharing, and to 
increase capacity for innovation (e.g., Russell, Calvey and Banks, 2003; Fuller, 
Hodkinson, Hodkinson and Unwin, 2005; Pavlin, 2006; Ellinger and Cseh, 2007; 
Akkerman, Fetter and de Laat, 2008; Beesley and Cooper, 2008; Fenwick, 2003, 2008a, 
2008b; Reynolds, 2009). “There is a growing consensus that the best way to improve 
organisational learning is not to (simply) focus on capturing, codifying and documenting 
knowledge of individuals, but rather to concentrate on ways through which knowledge 
can be shared, discussed and innovated” (Mittendorff, Geijsel, Hoeve, de Laat and 
Nieuwenhuis, 2006, p. 299). Today, communities of practice become a common practice 
of sharing learning by organisations, especially SMEs for their limited resources and 
tight formal training budget.
Communities of practice can be traced by recognising the notion of situated 
learning (Lave and Wenger, 1991), which examines how people learn to learn in a
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particular workplace and culture by reforming themselves from being a newcomer to 
becoming an old-timer, eventually as an accepted member of a community of practice. 
Learning there is coined as collective/social activities at work, and will be more 
productive in the existence of group dynamics, which depends on how far the 
organisation can allow opportunities for workers to engage with others (Billett, 2001). 
According to Lave and Wenger (1991, p. 98), a community of practice will turn into an 
organisational superstructure that is “a set of relations among persons, activities and the 
world over time” for relevant workplace learning. Communities of practice can be formal, 
as in the case of interacting with trade associations or professional services organisations, 
or can be informal such as work teams in the workplace. Specific features include 
structured teaching/guiding practices and a shared domain, while outputs involve 
extemalization of knowledge and work practices, collective learning outcomes, and 
stimulation of collective learning practices (Mittendorff et a l,  2006). All these 
characteristics are intended to lead to improved personal learning as well as the 
expansion of organisational learning.
EXAMPLES OF LEARNING METHODS IN SMEs
SME learning can take many forms through problem solving, coaching and 
mentoring, performance feedback, social interaction, networking, observation, trial and 
error, and self-directed study, among others (e.g., Gibb, 1993; Leslie, Aring and Brand, 
1998; Wenger, 1998; Livingstone, 2000; Cheetham and Chivers, 2001; Marsick and 
Watkins, 2001; Conlon, 2004; Eraut, 2004; Ellinger and Cseh, 2007). However, it is clear 
that their learning methods are much mobilised around work-related, informal, social and 
collective kinds within the Co? context (Fuller et a l, 2005; Jones and Macpherson, 2006; 
Mittendorff et a l, 2006; CIPD, 2008b; Reynolds, 2009). Given the diversity of the small 
business sector (CIPD, 2008b), the following are examples of their popular methods.
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Action Learning
As SMEs often prefer learning through work for practicality and less resource 
commitments (CIPD, 2008b), action learning is an approach for them. Action learning is 
all about actual work, being viewed as a method of group learning in which a problem is 
identified for solving and knowledge around it will be sought/shared among members 
(Revans, 1982; CIPD, 2009). An example is self-directed work teams in the workplace 
(European Network for SME Research (ENSR), 2002; Clifford and Thorpe, 2007). 
Action learning supports learning of on-the-job issues and promotes innovation through 
inquiring, facilitating and problem-solving skills from learners in a CoP-like setting. As 
Revans (1982, pp. 69-70) states, “action learning, in simple English, becomes a social 
process; a lot of people start to learn with and from each other, and a learning community 
comes into being and there is overwhelming evidence that this community will long 
survive....”. It indicates that action learning is built upon the aspects of social learning 
theory, with the real-work dimension.
SME learning through problem solving is characterised by the entrepreneurial 
nature of SMEs, where they see things practically from what they want (organisational 
objectives/needs), to what they face (problems/opportunities), to what they learn for the 
business (Gibb, 1993; 2002). In a situation of few (or even no) dedicated T&D personnel 
to carry out full training cycle in the SMEs’ workplaces, the problem-solving approach 
becomes their “mental shortcut” to identify what learning is required (Gibb, 1993). 
Figure 8 below shows Gibb’s (1993) discussion about SME learning through problem 
solving, in which the conventional T&D process is not followed. SMEs tend to take the 
“owner/manager route” to identify their training and education requirements right after 
they recognise their problems and/or opportunities that they face.
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Figure 8: SME learning through problem solving (adopted from Gibb, 1993, p. 10)
Action learning in SMEs is also studied by Clarke, Thorpe, Anderson and Gold 
(2006). While these authors echo the social/practical dimension of SME learning, they 
stress that SMEs learn through contextualised action. The study finds that action learning 
in set environments promotes critical reflection among SME learners and helps establish 
their common grounds in learning for future networking and alliances. As such, action 
learning can allow SMEs to be more strategic in business by leveraging the social capital 
that they have to learn new things, share ideas or solve problems. The scene becomes a 
state of collective reflection in learning between SMEs (Anderson et al., 2011). 
On-the-Job Training
Work-related learning is popular in most organisations including SMEs since it 
is practical and direct to the learner, which makes on-the-job training (OJT) as one of the
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most preferred learning methods in the workplace (CIPD, 2008a). According to the CIPD 
(2008c), OJT is defined as learning activities in the actual work environment that 
improve the learner’s skills, knowledge and capabilities to perform his/her work. It is 
similar to “sitting by Nellie”, as the learner will learn through observations, hands-on, 
and/or one-on-one guidance from someone who is more experienced and knowledgeable 
in the subject matter (Clifford and Thorpe, 2007; CIPD, 2008c). This comes to the idea 
of coaching and mentoring.
Coaching and Mentoring
Skills and knowledge development in workers is considered essential and 
important, and leveraging people’s talents effectively will save training costs and speed 
up positive results for the organisation (Clifford and Thorpe, 2007). SMEs use coaching 
and mentoring methods for this rationale. Megginson and Clutterbuck (2005) define that 
coaching relates to performance improvement in a specific skill area, as supported by an 
individual over the short term who has the knowledge and expertise of concern, while 
mentoring relates to whole-person development, as nurtured by a senior individual for a 
longer period of time across wider aspects (such as job, career, work-life, and personal 
development). In terms of delivery, coaching and mentoring can be from individual to 
group level, by internal or external people, depending on the context and depth of the 
subject matter (CIPD, 2010). Gray, Ekinci and Goregaokar (2011) specify that SMEs use 
coaching as a personal and therapeutic intervention more than as a means of developing 
business-related competencies in their people.
A model of successful team coaching is proposed by Hackman and Wageman 
(2005), which depends on four conditions -  two from the organisation and two from the 
coach: (1) the team performance processes are free from organisational restrictions; (2) 
the team work is properly designed under organisational support; (3) the coach focuses 
on the tasks and performance of coachees, not on interpersonal relationships; and (4) the
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coach manage the coaching interventions well -  starting with effort-related (motivational) 
interventions, midway with strategy-related (consultative) interventions, and ending with 
knowledge/skill (educational) interventions.
Networking
SMEs often opt to learn what they need through external sources such as other 
SMEs, business partners, suppliers, customers, trade associations, professional bodies, 
trade fairs, personal contacts, and/or family (Gibb, 1997; Holmqvist, 2003; Jones and 
Macpherson, 2006; CIPD, 2008b). This learning method is deemed common in small 
businesses, given their lack of internal resources for training and development (Mako, 
2005; Hoque and Bacon, 2006; CIPD, 2008b) and their organisational interest in timely 
strategic renewal to stay innovative or ahead of their competitors in business (e.g., 
Feldman and Rafaeli, 2002; Phelps et al., 2007; Akkerman et al., 2008; Beesley and 
Cooper, 2008; Fenwick, 2003, 2008a, 2008b; Reynolds, 2009).
Gibb (1997) dicusses the transactional and businesss relationship network of 
SMEs, which consitutes the learning environment (or strategic space) for SMEs called a 
learning circle (as shown in Figure 9).
Customers
Bankers Suppliers
Accountants
O ther Service 
Producers 
(Transport, etc.)
Lawyers SME
Regulatory
Authorities
Family Associations
Figure 9: The learning circle of SMEs (adopted from Gibb, 1997, p. 17)
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It should be noted in Figure 9 that SMEs uniquely involve “family” in business due to 
their owner/managers often being family members; being a source of learning, the role of 
family in SMEs also carries great influence on firm structure, business succession, and 
staff promotion/recruitment, in which family members are always favoured (Gibb, 1993). 
It is important that SME owner/managers should manage the learning circle on a trustful 
ground to help each other “survive” in business under uncertainty and risks (Gibb. 1997). 
SME learning is naturally subjective and varied given the different circumstances faced 
by different SMEs (Gibb, 1997; Macpherson and Jayawama, 2007; CIPD, 2008b).
While family is considered a reliable part of SME network, it is demonstrated 
in Chinese society that SMEs go beyond family to establish similarly strong links with 
“outsiders” under the culture of Guanxi -  a notion of personal network relationships that 
facilitate the convenience in doing business (Gibb and Li, 2003; Huang, Back and Min, 
2010). Chinese SMEs like to use this informal network to seek critical information and to 
improve business, as “social relations [or Guanxi] affect competition among firms by 
creating entrepreneurial opportunities for some firms and not for others” (Huang et al., 
2010, p. 136).
Internet Learning
Internet access is becoming part of a work life in the face of IT revolution and 
the digital world. A debate that has arisen in the literature is the “appropriate” use of 
internet-enabled technologies for workplace learning and information sharing by SMEs 
(Brink, Munro and Osborne, 2002; Admiraal and Lockhorst, 2009). This does not mean 
an e-leaming system which may be for large firms, but learning facilitated from internet 
and its associated tools such as emails, discussion forums and search engines would be 
highly feasible for SME workers. Internet technology benefits their networking practice, 
and is important for them to reach information fast in the role as knowledge workers.
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CHAPTER SUMMARY
The chapter first introduces the impact of today’s environmental forces against 
organisations and the principles of workplace learning. It then discusses how SMEs view 
and practise workplace learning, which leads to understanding about their organisational 
characteristics and limitations. There has been relatively little research on HRD practices 
within SMEs as the function is not common in these firms. It is believed that SMEs do 
not invest much in formal learning because they consider it to be a loss of “efficiency” 
from the actual work, or they do not have the required resources (including funds) for it. 
SMEs tend to adopt a “fit” or ad-hoc approach in workplace learning from individual to 
organisational level. Informal and incidental learning is dominant within the social 
context. Their learning methods seem to move toward those that do not require 
substantial in-house development. Examples are action learning, on-the-job training, 
coaching and mentoring, networking, among others. Internet learning is also put into the 
debate as a possible choice. Workplace learning can be either the end result of change or 
a catalyst for the change, and as such an organisation that is contemplating significant 
organisational change (e.g., at different life-cycle stages) should carefully consider what 
workplace learning aspects will need to be integrated into the learning process and 
allowed for in order to ensure that the outcomes are as desired. This brings the readers to 
the discussion of the organisational life cycle theory in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 3 
THE ORGANISATIONAL LIFE CYCLE OF SMEs
SMEs are eager for business growth and strategic renewal in order to safeguard 
their market niche and long-term survival (Graham and Nafukho, 2007). They are highly 
responsive to the environment with flexible practices in the workplace (Petts, Herd and 
O’Heocha, 1998). In fact, SMEs learn to manage and manage to learn with changes all 
the time, putting organisational learning in top priority as it is believed to improve the 
firm capacity to grow under their limited resources (e.g., Anderson and Boocock, 2002; 
Bontis, 2002; Bradshaw, Maycock and Oztel, 2008). Senge (1990, p. 236) stresses that 
“organisations learn only through individuals who learn”, and individual learning is a 
key knowledge factor for growing SMEs in today’s digital age (Ruiz-Mercader et al., 
2006). In that sense, SME workers who learn or do not learn will matter to the prospect 
of their organisations. When an SME is developing over time, individual learning 
processes, external organisational environment (like the sector involved and the scale of 
business networks) and internal organisational context of the firm (such as systems, 
structures, and learning climate) are among the changing factors that will affect 
employee learning at work (Anderson and Boocock, 2002; Coetzer and Perry, 2008).
The organisational life cycle (OLC) is the term in literature that describes such 
development of the firm or the stages of its growth (Rutherford, Buller and McMullen, 
2003; Phelps et al., 2007). OLC is important to learning theory within SMEs since these 
firms take learning as their strategy to build capacity, adapt changes and enable growth. 
This thesis explores the link between SME learning practices and life-cycle stages. From 
reviewing the principles of workplace learning to understanding the specific ways of 
learning by SMEs (Chapter 2), this chapter follows to discuss the organisational life 
cycle theory, including those relevant works for SMEs.
68
DEVELOPMENT OF OLC THEORY
This section examines the development of organisational life cycle models, 
regardless of whether a suggested model is catered for large or small businesses. The 
OLC literature has only been in existence for about fifty to sixty years. It appears that the 
terminologies of “life-cycle stages” and “growth stages” are used interchangeably. By 
nature, the whole timeline can be classified into four distinct periods -  primitive, 
contextual, enhanced, and validated, each of which will be explored in detail.
The Primitive Period (1950’s -  1960’s)
Organisational life cycle theory can probably be traced back to the 1950’s in 
the field of economics, where the concept of firm progression is very much viewed in a 
biological way, like the one for humans (Boulding, 1950; Haire, 1959; Rostow, 1960). 
Chandler (1962) and Lippitt and Schmidt (1967) discuss this in greater depth from 
perspectives around strategic change, patterns, structural move, and evolving managerial 
concerns in growing organisations. Downs (1967) also adds the effect of firm motivation 
on organisational growth. These scholars theoretically describe the organisational life 
cycle as stages of development that firms progress over time. Steinmetz (1969) is 
considered another pioneer in OLC discussion, who first specifies the SME context but 
the logic is similarly about transitional problems, management challenges and survival 
thresholds across stages.
The Contextual Period (1970’s)
In the 1970’s, more appealing stage models appeared that set increasing details 
into the OLC literature. Scott (1971), based on Lippitt and Schmidt’s (1967) work, 
comprehends more fully the dynamics of strategic actions, corporate structure, efficiency 
and systematic control in management practices over a three-stage path. From a sort of 
“overall commander role” stage with few rules and systems, to the next stage of more 
formalised operations and functional specialisations by delegated personnel, until a
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clearly defined organisational and divisional structure is established in the final stage, all 
of these managerial changes are meant to enhance and promote further business 
development in an efficient way.
Greiner (1972, 1998) launches an influential conceptual framework, proposing 
five phases of how organisations grow in terms of size (small to large) and age (young to 
mature) through the evolutionary periods (prolonged growth at times) and the 
revolutionary periods (turbulent times of crisis, change, or problems). An evolution will 
end with an inevitable revolution which must be overcome before moving forward to the 
next evolution. In the model, the five phases of evolution (revolution) are labelled as: 
creativity (leadership), direction (autonomy), delegation (control), coordination (red 
tape), and collaboration (stress). According to Greiner (1972, 1998), a business starts 
with a high degree of entrepreneurial creativity on its products and/or services in the 
market, which usually causes a limitation in managerial leadership over the operations of 
the firm at the same time. This lack of managerial leadership in the firm becomes a crisis 
to be resolved if future growth is concerned. When the firm recognises the need of top 
management for that and recruits relevant personnel, the crisis is settled that brings the 
firm to grow further to the next phase. The firm now enjoys clear, multi-faceted 
directions in developing the business and staff work; however, staff autonomy is 
weakened in the face of an organisational hierarchy with central reporting mechanisms. 
The firm is then led into the next phase of delegation (or empowerment of staff) to 
improve the autonomy issue for overall productivity and efficiency in the business. Until 
the moment when top management critically faces the problem of losing sight of control, 
the phase of coordination in the workplace is sought by establishing work committees, 
common practices, rules and regulations, and management information systems. 
However, a red-tape crisis arises as soon as these “office systems” are seen to be 
bureaucratic or simply too many. The firm then reaches the final phase of collaboration
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to foster closer social relationships or team synergy among individuals, whereby 
employee conflicts and stress might increase simultaneously. As noted, Greiner’s (1972, 
1998) contribution is not only on the defined stages, but also on how most firms go 
through the transition from one phase to the other. Moreover, it is possible that not every 
firm will pass through the five phases, or some firms may stay much longer in a 
particular phase while some may choose to move forward or even backward.
Torbert (1974) studies the cognitive processes in the minds of entrepreneurs in 
developing their organisations. Nine stages are defined, along which rational decision 
making, increased creativity and self-reflection importantly guide the development. The 
first stage of fantasy is a pre-birth stage concerning only the owner’s thoughts about the 
likeness of the firm before it is physically created. The second stage calls for investment 
as the financing stage for pulling necessary resources together. The third stage shows the 
owner’s determination as the setup period for office, workers and simple corporate 
structure. The fourth stage tries the business in the market. The fifth stage is the 
productivity-conscious stage, where quality is increasingly demanded on products and/or 
services. The sixth stage, as the corporate structure and synergy toning period, is centred 
on agreeing/adjusting the work process, team dynamic and people issues. The seventh 
stage, after subsequent improvements for the workplace, results in a work community 
that is commonly accepted and considered productive. The eighth stage happens around 
liberating disciplines that the established norms, practices, and culture in the organisation 
are still possible to be challenged and enhanced further during the course of business in 
the changing environment. The ninth stage, seen as a visionary state, is the thinking stage 
again in the entrepreneur/manager who hunts for new ideas and directions to keep the 
business growing (or surviving).
Lyden (1975) suggests four stages of organisational growth. During the first 
stage, any organisation will start up in a new business environment with much adaptation
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and try to develop a niche through learning and innovative practices. Given the success 
of that survival, the organisation becomes aggressive in the second stage in managing 
internal resources, workflows and corporate structure to accommodate the increased 
complexity of operations. Policies are gradually formed. Coming to the third stage, 
business efficiency is the core, and the organisation keeps resolving workplace problems 
and defining clear objectives of what to achieve short-term and long-term in the business. 
Revenue is the key. Finally, for the fourth stage (as a mature stage), the organisation 
tends to maintain the business stability and spend time focusing on institutionalising the 
status quo of systems, networks and practices.
Katz and Kahn (1978) study the works of Chandler (1962) and Scott (1971), 
and describe three stages of structural changes in growing organisations. The first is the 
primitive stage, in which individual discretion simply determines how the organisation is 
run and how decisions are made. There is little people coordination, control and 
benchmarking over work. The second is the stable stage, where consistency of practices 
is sought among different workers through the development of systems and procedures, 
and team culture is formed. People work in accordance with a standard or common 
structure. The final is the elaborative stage, in which workers become familiar with the 
existing structure as reflective users and feel able to enhance it continuously to fit with 
the changing business environment they face.
Kimberly (1979) conducts the first empirical study of a medical centre from its 
creation to establishment, proving the existence of an organisational life cycle with four 
stages. Although these stages are not named, the study exhibits the dynamics of 
entrepreneurial leadership in the course of organisational development. In the early 
stages (1 and 2), the ambition/determination of founders overcame all sorts of “live or 
die” problems from the environmental uncertainty (e.g., economy, funding support and 
competition) and the organisational readiness (such as lacking policies, guidelines, staff,
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and proper facilities in the centre). Toward the later stages (3 and 4), a strong leadership 
team was required who kept driving initiatives to manage the day-to-day operational 
issues and eventually develop an organisational structure (in the form of dedicated 
systems and documentations) for the centre.
Adizes (1979, 1988, 1999) suggests a ten-stage OLC. While it looks complex, 
the contribution is that organisational growth is a series of passages that the first nine 
characterize one or more specific roles (PAEI) within each. P stands for Produce the 
results; A means Administration; E is Entrepreneurial; and I represents Integration. The 
ten stages are courtship, infant, go-go, adolescent, prime, maturity, aristocracy, early 
bureaucracy, bureaucracy, and death. According to Adizes (1979, 1988, 1999), in the 
courtship stage, E is what it takes. In the infant stage, P is key to succeed. Similarly, in 
brief terms, go-go has P and E; adolescent requires A; prime demands P, A and E; 
maturity needs P, A and I; aristocracy has A and I; early bureaucracy plays A and I; 
bureaucracy focuses on A; and death comes with none of them. As noted, this model 
conceptually provides some foresight for management team of what functional role(s) 
should be emphasised during different stages of growth to ensure successful transitions. 
The Enhanced Period (1980’s)
During this period, most OLC works aimed to improve the existing models or 
extend the OLC context into the SME environment. Cameron and Whetten (1981) use 18 
software-simulated organisations to explore their developments. These organisations, 
with real-like external environment, competition, internal structures and resources, are 
managed by different groups of university students whose entrepreneurial strategies are 
separately examined over time. The study reveals that the individuals’ interpretations of 
organisational effectiveness change across three distinct stages of development, which 
dominate most decisions made about how to run the organisation at that moment. In 
other words, managerial perceptions matter as the firm grows and how it would grow.
73
Later, Cameron, Kim and Whetten (1987) first propose a stage of decline to the concept 
of organisational life cycle, indicating that an organisation can fail to remain profitable, 
stable and effective in business.
Galbraith’s (1982) conceptual model of five growth stages is considered the 
next significant work on the SME after Steinmetz (1969). Referring to high-technology 
ventures, the author describes the stages as: proof of principle/prototype, model shop, 
start-up/volume production, natural growth, and strategic maneuvering. Importantly, 
these stages are also identified with progressive changes in terms of the factors of task, 
people, reward, processes, structure, and leadership style in the organisation. The model 
claims that the development of the firm is predictable, which therefore provides 
visionary benefits for the management to grow the firm more effectively and efficiently.
Churchill and Lewis (1983) mark another great contribution in understanding 
SME growth. Based on Greiner’s (1972) theoretical work, they empirically develop a 
specific life cycle for small businesses with five stages: existence, survival, success, 
take-off, and resource maturity. The success stage can also be subdivided into 
success-disengagement or success-growth. The authors point out that not all the SMEs 
choose to grow their businesses further (into the take-off stage via the success-growth 
path), but in reality, some may prefer to base their business stability infinitely upon the 
success-disengagement stage. The model is characterised by noting the existence of 
different organisational problems and changes across different stages. Moreover, whether 
a business will finally be successful or not, eight key management factors are identified 
as the firm develops. Four of them are company related: financial resources, personnel 
resources, systems resources, and business resources, while the other four are owner 
related: owner’s goals, owner’s operational abilities, owner’s managerial abilities, and 
owner’s strategic abilities. It is highly important that all these factors (inviting on-going 
problems and changes) are well addressed and enhanced to secure healthier business
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growth.
Quinn and Cameron (1983) derive a four-stage model after extensive review of 
earlier works in OLC. These stages are believed to be typical among organisations, 
growing from the entrepreneurial stage, the collectivity stage, the formalization stage, to 
the elaboration stage. With an eye on the development of organisational effectiveness 
which is predictable, the authors describe the earlier stages as the periods of business 
flexibility to the environment, resource acquisition and product/service identification 
while the later stages as the periods of systematic, structural and group initiatives to 
enable an innovative firm that can “live” with changes and problems productively in the 
long run.
Similarly, Miller and Friesen (1983, 1984) study the previous stage models -  
including Quinn and Cameron’s (1983), but name five common OLC stages in a different 
way: birth, growth, maturity, revival, and decline. The importance of their empirical 
work lies on two aspects. First, there are differences between successful and unsuccessful 
organisations in terms of information processing and decision making. Successful ones 
tend to acquire more sophisticated context for these strategic actions. Second, despite 
their five-stage model, the authors realise that not all the organisations will move through 
the same stages in a linear sequence.
Mintzberg (1984) casts new light onto the OLC concept by discussing power 
and coalition in growing organisations. The work is not to build another stage model, but 
tries to understand the leader’s/manager’s state of power given the growth, maturity and 
decline periods. An organisation will initially exercise on centralised power from the 
leader in a one-way approach. As the organisation develops, it will interact with the 
external environment in a two-way manner so to grow more effectively, during which 
power distribution in the form of coalitions among people increases. Mature 
organisations will seek internal stability and effectiveness by having balanced
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organisational structure, team collaborations and strong social relationships, through 
which decentralised power systems are gradually formed. However, issues of politics, 
unfairness, or even internal corruption may also co-exist as more people can play with 
power, which would lead the firm to decline.
Smith et al. (1985) contribute another critical piece of empirical research into 
organisational effectiveness by connecting management priorities and life-cycle stages. 
The authors essentially synthesize different OLC discussions into a generic three-stage 
model (inception, high-growth, and maturity), and validate it by examining the changes 
in three management priorities (technical efficiency, organisational coordination, and 
political support) across these stages. Technical efficiency is viewed as short-term 
achievements and/or the maximization of work efficiency in individuals. Organisational 
coordination places an emphasis on building team synergy and systematic workplace 
leading to long-term firm advantage. Political support means the level of commitment in 
subordinates and how they would accept management decisions for timely 
implementation. According to their findings, technical efficiency is more important at 
inception and maturity in the eyes of management; organisational coordination is more 
focused at high-growth; and political support is more driven at inception and maturity.
Scott and Bruce (1987) theorise another five-stage growth model for SMEs, 
which extends the earlier works of Greiner (1972) and Churchill and Lewis (1983). The 
five stages are named as: inception, survival, growth, expansion, and maturity. As noted, 
while their model maintains the doctrine of crisis points and problem solving in order to 
evolve the firm successfully from one stage to the other, it provides much additional 
details about the specific features and most likely crises in each stage. For example, the 
features discussed are: stage of industry, key issues, top management role, management 
style, organisational structure, product/market research, systems and controls, source of 
finance, major investments, and scope of product and market. Most likely crises that
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challenge organisational growth can be grouped as: profits generation, administrative 
demands, environmental changes, overtrading, increased complexity of the business 
chain, and new competition. The authors believe that SME growth is not linear and may 
not follow through all the mentioned stages.
Kazanjian (1988) and Kazanjian and Drazin (1989, 1990) pose a four-stage 
OLC model for technology-based new ventures (SMEs), which relates their dominant 
problems to different growth stages. The core idea is that “the organisation of a venture 
will be a function of the dominant problems that define a stage of growth” (Kazanjian 
and Drazin, 1990, p. 137); and the rate of growth depends on how fast the problems in a 
stage are overcome (meaning how well the firm is transformed itself to the next level). 
Therefore, organisational problems link directly to the structural features of the venture, 
advancing from a centralised leadership environment, to one incorporating functional 
specializations such as engineering/technology, manufacturing, and sales and marketing, 
until a collaborated workplace that is run on formal systems, standards and individual 
efficiency. In other words, an organisation has to make proper, continuous efforts in 
improving internal operations/structure where the corresponding problems arise and are 
resolved to trigger growth. Failing to do so will inhibit growth. The authors empirically 
conclude four stages as conception and development, commercialization, growth, and 
stability. Kazanjian (1988) finds that human resources is crucial in all of these stages.
The Validated Period (1990’s and Beyond)
From this period onwards, scholars show greater interest in debating the linear 
pattern of growth stages by offering different views, or they strive to validate earlier 
OLC models through empirical means. Hanks (1990) puts forth a growth model for 
organisations, which, however, is not stage defined but process focused in the form of a 
decision tree. The author describes firm advancement as a series of human decisions 
from business idea generation, company/department formation, product and service
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development, to resource consolidation. As such, there are multiple entry/exit points in 
the process that determine if the firm will continue (i.e., grow) or stop (i.e., decline) 
during the life cycle. For example, if the product is acceptable by the market, the firm 
enters a growth stage. If the product fails, the firm will stagnate (an exit point). In the 
case that the firm realigns the product and reconfigurâtes the operations to correct the 
issues, it returns to the process. In contrast, upon stagnation, the firm chooses not to 
make improvements for return, or is not capable of improving, then it may eventually die. 
Like Miller and Friesen (1983, 1984) and Scott and Bruce (1987), Hanks (1990) argues 
that organisations do not necessarily go through defined growth stages, but they operate 
actively through managing “changes” from one position to the other without a one-way 
sequence.
Dodge and Robbins (1992) argue that the context of OLC models defined for 
large firms may not be appropriate for small businesses as they are facing different sets 
of internal and external environmental variables that invite a different nature of problem. 
There are a variety of models and those for SMEs are not often “tested”. It should be 
time to conduct more empirical studies for validation -  one of the purposes of this thesis. 
Having said that, the authors propose a common growth model of four stages: formation, 
early growth, late growth, and stability, and empirically explore the SME problems 
across them. The study asserts that different managerial problems exist in these different 
stages. In parallel to Smith et a/.’s (1985) work, Dodge and Robbins’s (1992) stage 
model is similarly considered valid, informative and generic in context. The model will 
serve as a close reference for this thesis.
Hanks, Watson, Jansen and Chandler (1993) add another empirical study on 
SME life cycles, which examines the underlying construct of each stage to understand 
the structure and context. The central idea rests upon finding what constitutes a stage, 
through how many stages a firm grow, and the characteristics of each stage. The authors
78
use high-technology firms, and claim five stages of growth as a result: start-up, 
expansion, maturity, diversification, and decline. While the study does not focus on 
change in organisational problems, it describes the different characteristics of the firm in 
terms of age, number of employees, sales, and growth rate across the stages.
Gupta and Chin (1993) support the objective of deriving an empirical OLC. In 
their work with large firms, based on Smith et ah's (1985) model, they validate the three 
distinct stages (inception, high growth, and maturity) and investigate the effect of 
environmental changes on the firm’s strategy making through analysis and innovation. 
As noted, firm strategy, organisational structure and information processing capacity all 
differ across the three growth stages. Organisations tend to perform more analysis and 
innovation for their business when facing hostile environments. Each life-cycle stage 
comes with a different context of such environmental challenges. While internal structure 
and information processing capacity advance along stages, the study indicates that 
organisations at high-growth do significantly more analysis and innovation than those at 
maturity -  due to the fast-changing environment they are in.
Dodge, Fullerton and Robbins (1994) test the mediating factor of market 
competition on SME problems across growth stages in a sizable study (645 SMEs), and 
find that competition affects the existence of their problems more than does the 
progression of OLC. In other words, it raises a question of the direct relationship 
between organisational problems and different stages of growth, especially in smaller 
firms. As the authors (p. 121) challenge, “traditional wisdom offers the scenario where 
problems faced will vary as the organisation progresses through the life cycle, [but] 
much of this research refutes conventional wisdom in that level of competition was 
determined to have more of an impact on problem perception”. However, the study also 
attempts to explain that “small business firms are oriented toward survival rather than 
growth” (Dodge et al., 1994, p. 132), and their short-term business perspective may not
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fit so well into the evolving concept of OLC.
Hanks and Chandler6 s (1994) empirical work is regarded as a close addition to 
the model by Kazanjian (1988) and Kazanjian and Drazin (1989, 1990), although the 
stage names are slightly altered (conception and development, commercialization, 
expansion, and consolidation). Using SMEs in high technology industries, Hanks and 
Chandler (1994) agree with the progressive problems that are faced by the firm across 
the four different stages. On top of this, they find that task specialization also follows the 
OLC in such a way that younger firms will have less specialized tasks than older firms in 
the workplace. Examples of task specialization across different stages include product’s 
research and development (R&D) at the stage of conception and development; sales, 
shipping, and accounting at commercialization; customer service, inventory control, 
quality control, payroll, and finance at expansion; and advertising, market research, 
public relations, legal affairs, personnel, and employee training at consolidation. As can 
be seen, increasing scope of task specialization is served within a firm as it grows.
Mitra and Pingali’s (1999) study was regarded as the first empirical research 
going beyond the Western context to explore SME growth. The authors adopt Churchill 
and Lewis’s (1983) growth model and validate it by using small firms in the automobile 
ancillary sector in India. Eight internal factors (long/short-term managerial orientation, 
managerial goals, current business strategy, human resource policy, customer orientation, 
customer base, current management style, and managerial capacity) are identified that 
can distinguish the growth stages of small firms. The study recognises the possibility of 
divergent paths in SME growth due to different management choices in responding to 
individual business situations; in other words, owner/managers exert their strategic 
preferences and can implement alternative paths of growth. Thus, a linear or 
“one-size-fits-all” model cannot fully reflect the complete picture of SME growth. In 
view of the findings, the authors suggest another growth path in Churchill and Lewis’s
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(1983) model: High-Growth-Existence/Survival/Growth-Disengage/Resource Maturity. 
This path indicates that there are small firms in their fast-growing niche markets which 
do not follow through the pre-set stages (Existence/Survival/Success-Growth/Resource 
Maturity) characterised by the decentralised strategies of growth for stage advancement. 
Instead, in the new path, the firm’s existence and initial development is primarily driven 
by high market demand (and keen competition), without much on firm decentralisation 
as a strategy of growth until later stages. As Mitra and Pingali (1999, p. 74) claim, 
“strategic choice for growth will differ among owner/managers according to the 
opportunities they face in individual product market niches”. The research poses a fact 
that SMEs are truly diversified in doing business -  even in a common sector.
Shim, Eastlick and Lotz (2000) use Churchill and Lewis’s (1983) OLC model 
and examine the growth characteristics of Hispanic-owned small service and retail 
businesses in the United States. The study finds support for the five stages (Existence, 
Survival, Success, Take-off, and Resource Maturity) of business growth. Besides, Shim 
et al. (2000) make four observations: (1) managing external/environmental issues is 
considered the most critical factor across all stages of SME growth; (2) problems 
associated with managing resources, entrepreneurial talents, and sales and marketing 
diminish as firms progress; (3) HRM issues increase with firm progression; and (4) 
strategic management problems are unaffected by different stages. They (p. 30) also 
comment that “the significance of the small business growth model lies in its predictive 
power to anticipate potential problems as well as managerial needs of growing 
companies”, so that owner/managers can assess the firm with this information and 
formulate necessary solutions ahead of time. Moreover, HRM grows with firms, meaning 
that owner/managers should develop competencies in staff supervision and delegation, 
and be able to transform their role from being “a direct commander” into “a people 
manager” to benefit the firm’s development.
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Rutherford et al. (2003) conduct a relatively large-scale empirical study of 
2,903 SMEs to understand how HRM problems vary over the organisational life cycle. 
After reviewing the OLC literature, a four-stage growth model is adopted (no growth, 
low growth, moderate growth, and high growth). Three HRM problems are considered: 
hiring (operationalized as recruiting), retention (operationalized as compensation), and 
staff development (operationalized as training). Based on the results, training problems 
are most prevalent in high-growth firms and least in low-growth firms; compensation 
problems are most significant in moderate-growth firms and least in high-growth firms; 
and recruiting problems are most critical in no-growth firms and least in low-growth 
firms. As this thesis explores workplace learning practices in SMEs across different 
life-cycle stages, it is worth noting the authors’ (p. 331) elaboration on the training issue 
over the OLC: “The highest-growth firms demonstrated the most challenges with [staff] 
development. This is not surprising given the fact that high-growth firms generally 
experience communication problems because the owner/manager can no longer easily 
train every employee. Instead the firm must move toward formalizing [staff] 
development”. In that sense, training complexity such as context and delivery would 
increase as the firm grows.
Phelps et al. (2007) offer a conceptual framework of the organisational life 
cycle with a new perspective. They suspect the nature of a linear and predictive stage 
model, and propose a “state” model governed by tipping points and absorptive capacity 
of the firm. The authors accept the concept of organisational problems across the OLC; a 
tipping point is considered a set of related problems that trigger a firm to resolve in order 
to grow. To continue growth, the firm must successfully overcome the tipping points it 
encounters, which depends on how knowledgeable the firm is or how well/fast it can 
acquire the required knowledge (i.e., absorptive capacity) to tackle them. The “state” 
framework, being applicable to large or small businesses, consists of six tipping points
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(in random sequence): people management, strategic orientation, formalized systems, 
new market entry, obtaining finance, and operational improvement. On the other hand, 
the absorptive capacity of the firm is run on network building and the use of external 
experts, from which new knowledge is usually constructed. Firms progress from state to 
state as they grow. Given this latest model, it is observed that people management and 
business networking are increasingly important to the discussion of organisational 
growth; together with formalized systems, these areas are what the thesis will look at in 
particular from the aspect of workplace learning.
STAGES OF ORGANISATIONAL GROWTH
The life cycle theory is traditionally built on the concept of growth stages that 
organisations evolve over time in a predictable, linear and consistent manner. As firms 
move through different stages, they experience different organisational characteristics, 
problems, structural configurations and strategic/management priorities (e.g., Chandler, 
1962; Greiner, 1972, 1998; Smith et al., 1985; Gupta and Chin, 1993), including SMEs 
(e.g., Steinmetz, 1969; Churchill and Lewis, 1983; Kazanjian, 1988; Shim et ah, 2000). 
Apart from this contextual dimension, another group of authors have their focus on the 
process/functional changes within an organisation across the OLC (e.g., Torbert, 1974; 
Adizes, 1979, 1988, 1999; Mintzberg, 1984; Hanks, 1990). Most stage models share a 
common underlying logic that organisations have to overcome successive challenges in 
stages in order to make growth possible and continuous. Each stage has its own 
challenges, in terms of tasks, problems, or specific environments that the organisation 
faces. By resolving them successfully, the organisation moves forward which, however, 
will lead to another set of new challenges in the next stage. Given these specific 
characteristics that the OLC informs, organisations can assess their current business 
performance, predict what would follow in their different stages of development, and so
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provide appropriate responses or solutions timely to manage a more effective growth.
While the life cycle theory could be of great value to growing firms (Hanks et 
al., 1993), there are a variety of models from three to ten stages to complicate the scene 
and there is no clear evidence about how many stages are most accurate for most firms 
(Rutherford et al., 2003). Further to the OLC discussions in the previous section, Table 5 
below shows a summary of all the OLC works that are SME-related since this study is 
focusing on SMEs only:
Table 5: A summary o f OLC works for SMEs
Author(s)
Linear
iStagës|||g
Context of Growth Stages Nature of 
Study
The Validated Period (1990’s and Beyond)
Phelps et ah 2007 No linear 
stages at 
all
Propose the concept of states (not stages), 
affected by 6 tipping points in non-linear, 
unpredictable fashion: 
people management, strategic orientation, 
formalized systems, new market entry, 
obtaining finance, and operational 
improvement
Theoretical
Rutherford et al. 2003 4 Focus on HRM in SMEs. Stages defined 
are: No-growth -> Low-growth 
Moderate-growth -> High-growth
Empirical
Shim et al. 2000 5 Validate and fully support Churchill and 
Lewis’s (1983) Model: Existence 
Survival Success -> Take-off 
Resource Maturity
Empirical
84
Mitra and 
Pingali
1999 No fixed
stage
number
Validate but only partially support 
Churchill and Lewis’s (1983) Model. 
Imply truly diversified contexts of small 
businesses, even in the same sector. 
Suggest an alternative growth path due to 
the case of fast-growing niche markets: 
High-Growth-Existence Survival 
Growth-Disengage -> Resource Maturity
Empirical
Hanks and 
Chandler
1994 4 Add the factor of task specialization to the 
Model by Kazanjian (1988) and Kazanjian 
and Drazin (1990). Stages defined are: 
Conception and Development -> 
Commercialization -> Expansion 
Consolidation
Empirical
Dodge et al. 1994 No fixed
stage
number
Suggest that market competition drives 
growth problems in SMEs, not by 
different stages no matter what model is 
considered
Empirical
Hanks et al. 1993 5 Describe different characteristics of the 
firm in terms of age, number of 
employees, sales, and growth rate across 
the stages: Start-up -> Expansion 
Maturity -> Diversification -> Decline
Empirical
Dodge and 
Robbins
1992 4 Explore a sample of multiple sectors. 
Assert different managerial problems in 
different stages: Formation Early 
Growth -> Late Growth -> Stability
Empirical
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The Enhanced Period (1980’s)
Kazanjian and 
Drazin
1990,
1989
4 Define evolving changes in dominant 
problems and organisational structure of 
high-technology ventures across the 
stages: Conception and Development 
Commercialization Growth Stability
Empirical
Kazanjian 1988
Scott and Bruce 1987 5 Extend the earlier works of Greiner 
(1972) and Churchill and Lewis (1983) on 
the concept of crisis points. Cover more 
stages features of the firm (internal and 
external) but claim that SMEs do not 
necessarily go through all the stages: 
Inception -> Survival Growth -> 
Expansion -> Maturity
Theoretical
Churchill and 
Lewis
1983 5 Identify eight management factors that 
speak of small business success or not. 
Recognise the existence of different 
organisational problems and changes 
across different stages: Existence -> 
Survival -> Success Take-off -> 
Resource Maturity. The Success stage can 
also be subdivided into 
Success-Disengagement (when the firm 
chooses not to grow further but to 
stabilize) or Success-Growth
Theoretical
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Galbraith 1982 5 Proposes progressive changes in terms of 
the factors of task, people, reward, 
processes, structure, and leadership style 
in high-technology ventures while they 
grow across the stages: Proof of 
Principle/Prototype Model Shop 
Start-Up/Volume Production Natural 
Growth -> Strategic Maneuvering
Theoretical
The Contextual Period (1970’s)
No work focusing on SMEs during this period
The Primitive Period (1950’s -  1960’s)
Steinmetz 1969 No Considered a pioneer who first specifies Theoretical
clearly the SME context in OLC discussion,
defined which is similarly about transitional
stages problems, management challenges and
survival thresholds across the growth
period
As noted from the table, models of only four to five growth stages are suggested for 
SMEs in the literature through theoretical or empirical means. There is also a debate for a 
flexible number of stages as SMEs are found to be truly diversified -  even in the same 
sector (Mitra and Pingali, 1999) or for the mediating factor of market competition that 
actually affects the growing patterns of SMEs more significantly than what any given 
OLC model describes (Dodge et al.9 1994). This may lead to the most recent concept of 
states (not stages) in growing firms, including SMEs (Phelps et a l, 2007).
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However, it is a factual phenomenon that firms will experience the changing 
external and internal factors in the course of development (Hank et al., 1993), no matter 
how many stages of a model may be proposed. Wheelen and Hunger (2010) borrow the 
five forces model (Porter, 1980, 1998) to illustrate industry evolution, the dynamics of 
the external business environment, where the threats of new competitors and product 
substitutes, the bargaining powers of suppliers and buyers, and the intensity of rivalry are 
all changing over time. Other scholars (e.g., Hill and Jones, 2007; Dess et ah, 2010) also 
echo the changing nature of an industry by recognizing the different characteristics of the 
industry life cycle and the term of industry dynamism. Therefore, it is natural for 
organisations to encounter external changes during their business presences. By the same 
token, internally, as organisations evolve, they will go through different paces of growth: 
for instance, inconsistent/improving during start-up, fast during growth, and slow/decline 
during maturity (Galbraith, 1982; Smith et ah, 1985; Hank et ah, 1993). The structural 
configuration of the firm will transform from simple, functional, to divisional kind, as 
well as from informal, formal, to specialized operations (Kazanjian, 1988; Kazanjian and 
Drazin, 1989, 1990). The decision making style will become decentralised with 
increasing individual delegation and management information systems (MIS) tools as the 
firm matures (Scott, 1971; Greiner, 1972, 1998; Mintzberg, 1984; Scott and Bruce, 1987). 
On a final note, unlike humans, firms do not have to follow an inevitable life cycle, 
meaning that they can possibly go backward or skip certain stage during growth (Miller 
and Friesen, 1983, 1984).
Having said the above, given the rich enhancements all along from multiple 
perspectives, the concept of growth stages ends up being highly informative for living 
organisations, regardless of the number of stages. Yet it proves helpful for organisations 
in anticipating transitions and formulating feasible strategies, and provides details as 
contingency reference about how they may grow (Kazanjian and Drazin, 1990), which
are what most SMEs specially require since they are known to survive their businesses 
by adapting and making changes (Masurel and van Montfort, 2006).
LINEAR VERSUS NON-LINEAR CONSIDERATIONS
While most OLC works view business growth as a linear progression through a 
sequence of stages with increasing firm complexity, stability and profitability, there is 
also evidence showing that organisations do not always take this linear path to maturity, 
but instead may take a non-linear route to grow (Orser, Hogarth-Scott and Riding, 2000; 
Phelps et ah, 2007). As a matter of fact, there is no clear understanding of whether firm 
growth is strictly linear (i.e., stages), strictly nonlinear (i.e., states), or a mix of them. 
Studies have demonstrated empirically that the development of small firms is likely to be 
complex and may not fall neatly into a stage model from the initial start (e.g., Hisrich 
and Peters, 1998; Mitra and Pingali, 1999; Vinnell and Hamilton, 1999). Therefore, this
seems to suggest that when considering a long-running small business, it is sensible to
treat the linear framework as only a rough guideline or generic structure that describes 
the process of organisational growth, rather than an absolute model of path a business 
“should” develop.
However, a linear OLC can serve as a useful model for simplification about 
classifying the major status of growing organisations (Vinnell and Hamilton, 1999). In 
other words, among the vast variety of stage models, some commonalities of them can 
still be noted. As Masurel and van Montfort (2006, p. 466) suggest:
“....we can conclude that, whereas views differ among authors, 
some form of SME life cycle is distinguishable. After the 
inception, the starting phase is the first stage. This is followed 
by growth and maturity. The last development stage is decline. ”
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It is true that using representative stages is widely adopted in previous research studies 
(e.g., Smith et al., 1985; Dodge and Robbins, 1992; Rutherford et al., 2003; Masurel and 
van Montfort, 2006). Of an empirical nature, they provide important contributions to life 
cycle theory. This thesis is taking the same approach to examine the workplace learning 
characteristics across some core growth stages in SMEs.
The Common Framework
Miller and Friesen (1983, 1984) study and integrate the previous OLC works 
from other authors, proposing their five generic growth stages: birth, growth, maturity, 
revival, and decline, while claiming that not all the organisations will move through the 
same stages in a linear sequence. On this interesting basis, Drazin and Kazanjian (1990) 
revisit Miller and Friesen’s (1983, 1984) five-stage model with additional tests, and 
conclude that the stages of birth, growth, and maturity are empirically supported. 
Although it is the case that other authors can name their representative stages differently, 
the work of Drazin and Kazanjian (1990) lends evidence to a usable three-stage model, 
in which the context of each of these stages is simply “natural-to-have” in the life cycle 
of any organisation.
In line with the above, this thesis borrows the framework developed by Smith 
et al. (1985), which also comes with three standard stages known as inception, 
high-growth, and maturity. Other considerations of using their framework include: (1) it 
empirically works to classify organisational growth (Smith et al., 1985; Bom, 2000); (2) 
it has been “tested” with issues on management priorities in terms of technical efficiency, 
organisational coordination and political support (Smith et al., 1985), which are also 
what this thesis examines; (3) it is generic enough and its OLC factors are applicable for 
large or small businesses (Smith et al., 1985; Bom, 2000); and (4) its stages are common 
to those in Dodge and Robbins’s (1992) empirical model for SMEs, so it fits the thesis. 
Below depicts each of the stages, followed by a summary (Table 6) that compares their
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major differences from a range of growth characteristics (factors):
Inception
Inception is viewed as the beginning stage of the organisational life cycle. It is 
considered to be the same as, for example, the birth stage (Miller and Friesen, 1983, 
1984), the existence/survival stages (Churchill and Lewis, 1983), the entrepreneurial 
stage (Quinn and Cameron, 1983), the inception/survival stages (Scott and Bruce, 1987), 
the formation stage (Dodge and Robbins, 1992), or the start-up stage (Hanks et al., 1993). 
As these authors commonly describe, firms at this stage are young, smaller, unstructured, 
flexible, and informal in managing the business. Their primary objective is to secure 
necessary resources, build support from business networks and launch the basic 
operations to ensure survival (Smith et ah, 1985). The decision-making channel is simple 
and direct, being dominated by few commanders who tend to exercise subjective 
judgements with little planning style (e.g., Scott, 1971; Mintzberg, 1984). Coordination 
among staff is also weak since the internal structure of the firm does not really exist to 
support the teamwork function (e.g., Galbraith, 1982; Quinn and Cameron, 1983). 
Products and/or services are the focus, but the rate of firm growth is rather inconsistent at 
times (e.g., Greiner, 1972, 1998; Galbraith, 1982).
High-Growth
This stage is a sign of business success after overcoming the difficulties of 
founding a productive firm (Kimberly, 1979). There are multiple terms to describe the 
meaning of growth -  such as the success-growth/take-off stages (Churchill and Lewis, 
1983), the collectivity stage (Quinn and Cameron, 1983), the growth/expansion stages 
(Scott and Bruce, 1987), the early growth/late growth stages (Dodge and Robbins, 1992), 
or the expansion stage (Hanks et ah, 1993; Hanks and Chandler, 1994). A major 
characteristic of high-growth is the significance of the overall coordination change, 
where work processes become moderately formal and systematic (Smith et ah, 1985).
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Policies and procedures are taking form, while the whole organisational structure begins 
to emerge into functional context with task specializations (e.g., Lyden, 1975; Hanks and 
Chandler, 1994). It is observed that decision-making remains centralised but is more 
formalized with the progressive support of analytical tools (e.g., Scott, 1971; Galbraith, 
1982; Gupta and Chin, 1993). During this stage, the firm size increases rapidly, as 
trained professionals/managers are hired to help share the leadership role in managing 
the increased complexity of the firm that is dominated with “problems” (e.g., Kazanjian, 
1988; Kazanjian and Drazin, 1989, 1990; Hanks et al., 1993). In the eyes of management, 
innovation continues to be high from marketing (products and/or services) at inception to 
operation now at growth to strengthen the internal development of the firm (Cameron 
and Whetten, 1981, 1987).
Maturity
The maturity stage arrives when the firm is well characterised with a formal 
organisational structure, supported by established office systems, regulations and work 
documentation that lead to norms and routines of practices in its workplace (e.g., Scott, 
1971; Quinn and Cameron, 1983; Hanks and Chandler, 1994). Employees interact often 
for work, and perform in accordance with common objectives (Katz and Kahn, 1978). 
Being more hierarchical, resourceful and bureaucratic in nature, organisations at this 
stage enjoy an internal operation which is stable, efficient and decentralised (e.g., 
Greiner, 1972; Churchill and Lewis, 1983; Scott and Bruce, 1987); however, power 
distribution in the form of coalitions among people can also increase (Mintzberg, 1984). 
The management style is becoming conservative and may kill innovation, ending up with 
a relatively rigid work environment in which matured firms tend to have more difficulty 
in adapting to changes (Kimberly, 1979). In this view, the technical efficiency in 
operation and the political support in the workplace are emphasised by management to 
cultivate innovation and boost new growth (Smith et ah, 1985). As such, longer-term
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planning is adopted, outside talents are strategically recruited, and a team culture is 
developed (Scott, 1971; Galbraith, 1982). In the literature, the equivalent terminologies 
for maturity can be strategic maneuvering (Galbraith, 1982), resources maturity 
(Churchill and Lewis, 1983), stability (Kazanjian, 1988; Kazanjian and Drazin, 1989, 
1990; Dodge and Robbins, 1992), or consolidation (Hanks and Chandler, 1994).
Table 6 below, developed empirically by Smith et al. (1985), summarises the 
above descriptions of inception, high-growth, and maturity of the organisational life 
cycle. The table has no mention of employee training and learning, but other researchers 
find that people are an important asset at all stages (Kazanjian, 1988; Moy and Luk, 
2003), and training/learning is in great demand at high-growth, along with formalised 
staff development (Rutherford et al., 2003). While little is known, this has implied a 
relationship between workplace learning and firm growth, which will be explored further 
in the thesis (RQ-1 to RQ-4).
Table 6: Three common stages in organisations, life cycles (adoptedfrom Smith et al, 1985,p. 802)
Characteristics Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3
Inception High-Growth Maturity
Type of No formal structure Centralised; Decentralised;
organisational Formal Formal
structure
Reward system Personal; Systematic; Impersonal;
Subjective Impersonal Formal;
Totally objective
Communication Informal; Moderately formal; Very formal;
process and planning Face-to-face; Budgets Five-year plans;
Little planning Rules and regulations
Formalization Low adherence High adherence High formalization
adherence but low adherence
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Method of decision Individual judgement; Professional Professional
making Entrepreneurial management; management;
Analytical tools Bargaining
Make-up of top level Generalists Specialists Strategists;
management staff Planners
Organisational Inconsistent but Rapid positive Growth slowing or
growth rate improving growth declining
Organisational age Young and small Larger and older Largest or once large
and size and oldest
CHAPTER SUMMARY
This chapter reviews the literature on the organisational life cycle (OLC). 
Strategic renewal, including planning for growth, is considered as a determining factor in 
the successful development of SMEs, and has been shown to make definite improvement 
in firm performance (Kraus, Harms and Schwarz, 2006). The concept of life-cycle stages 
is a feasible way of anticipating how a firm may evolve and what specific requirements 
or problems should come along at each stage so that the firm can position itself better 
through strategic formulation and actions in advance. However, there are many OLC 
models -  as early as the 1950s, which are theoretical or empirical in nature (Phelps et al., 
2007). The literature reveals that the whole OLC timeline can be interpreted as primitive, 
contextual, enhanced, and validated periods. The purpose of this study is to connect 
workplace learning with the OLC to understand how learning practices may differ across 
life-cycle stages at the firm level. Smith et al.’s (1985) framework is adopted for the 
research, which consists of three common life-cycle stages (inception, high-growth, and 
maturity). Given the complexities of business and the vast differences of SMEs, it is 
acceptable to believe that no single life-cycle framework is the best, and the debate 
between linear or non-linear growth pattern is discussed. The chapter emphasises the fact
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that the people factor is significant at all stages, meaning that employees (and their 
capabilities) play an important role for organisational growth no matter which stage the 
firm is in (Kazanjian, 1988). Moy and Luk (2003) echo this with similar results by 
validating Kazanjian’s model for Hong Kong SMEs. Rutherford et al. (2003) also 
highlight that staff development is very important for high-growth firms, and it needs to 
be formalised as the firm grows. Despite these findings, the conclusion is that the link 
between workplace learning and life-cycle stages is still conceptually and empirically 
weak, which motivates this study to examine it further. The next chapter will explain 
how the research is conducted in the study -  the research methodology.
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CHAPTER 4 
METHODOLOGY
This chapter will explain the overall methodology of the study, and has four 
major sections: (1) an overview of the research design; (2) the data collection procedures 
and instruments for the fieldwork; (3) the data analysis approach; and (4) validity and 
reliability considerations.
OVERVIEW OF RESEARCH DESIGN
This section addresses the research design of the study -  from stating the 
epistemological position that informs the research, setting the scene for the research with 
the conceptual framework and hypotheses, explaining the use of case study method, to 
identifying the sampling frame.
The Epistemological Position for the Research
The positivist/interpretivist dichotomy exists strongly in management research, 
in which positivism/post-positivism emphasises quantitative methods and interpretivism 
values qualitative approaches (Lincoln and Guba, 2000). While debates still continue on 
the trade-offs between these two extremes of epistemology, the mixed-methods paradigm 
evolves and has gained support in practical terms (Currell and Towler, 2003; Teddlie and 
Tashakkori, 2003). As Currell and Towler (2003, p. 524) comment, “the relative strengths 
of qualitative and quantitative methods enable management and organisational 
researchers to address important questions at different stages of a research inquiry.”
The underlying philosophy that informs this research is pragmatism. It is much 
concerned with “what works” and/or “the best solution to problems” in tackling research, 
calling for the use of mixed methods in data collection to practically advance research 
insights and results (Creswell, 2003; Maxcy, 2003; Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2003). The 
pragmatist position is adopted due to a crucial factor -  the nature of research questions -
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that justify using mixed methods (quantitative and/or qualitative) to answer them better 
(Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2003; Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2012).
As stated in Chapter 1, the purpose of this study is to examine the workplace
learning practices by Hong Kong SMEs at different life-cycle stages, which is guided by
four research questions (RQs):
RQ-1: How do SME workplace learning practices differ between life-cycle stages?
RQ-2: What are the common organisational factors that may explain the different
workplace learning practices at different life-cycle stages?
RQ-3: How important do SME employees view the workplace learning practices at
different life-cycle stages?
RQ-4: Do the workplace learning practices become more structured with firm growth?
If so, how?
These research questions address either the “how” or “why” perspective on workplace 
learning practices and life-cycle stages. It is sensible to believe that RQ-1 and RQ-3 are 
better tackled quantitatively (via an online questionnaire in this study) to be able to reach 
a larger population for statistical advantage, while RQ-2 and RQ-4 should be approached 
qualitatively (through semi-structured interviews in this study) to gain deeper insights as 
required. Furthermore, with mixed methods, data triangulation is made possible since 
semi-structured interviews will also collect the information about RQ-1 and RQ-3. In this 
case, the data from both the online questionnaire and interviews for RQ-1 and RQ-3 can 
be compared to validate and strengthen the overall findings. Table 7 maps the 
methodology against each of the research questions.
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Table 7: The methodology against each o f the research questions
Research
Questions
Approach(es) Respondents Research Instruments
RQ-1 Quantitative; Qualitative SME employees An online questionnaire; 
Semi-structured interviews
RQ-2 Qualitative SME employees Semi-structured interviews
RQ-3 Quantitative; Qualitative SME employees An online questionnaire; 
Semi-structured interviews
RQ-4 Qualitative SME employees Semi-structured interviews
Setting the Scene with Conceptual Framework and Hypotheses
It is important to understand what theoretical foundation the study uses to build 
the conceptual framework for the research. This relates to the purpose and the research 
questions of the study as well. As noted, the study covers two major domains within the 
SME context -  workplace learning and the organisational life cycle, and is attempting to 
establish a connection between them.
The study thus borrows the 51 framework of organisational learning for SMEs 
by Jones and Macpherson (2006) and the organisational life cycle (OLC) framework by 
Smith et al. (1985). Chapters 2 and 3 have discussed both frameworks respectively. 
Jones and Macpherson’s (2006) framework is chosen since it fits the nature of this study 
around the dynamics of SME workplace learning from individual, group, organisational, 
to inter-organisational perspectives. Smith et al.'s (1985) framework is suitable for the 
study, given that they have developed and tested a three-stage life-cycle framework 
(inception, high-growth, and maturity) that represents a common growth path of firms, 
with specific stage characteristics to differentiate between them. This OLC framework 
will help classify each SME in the sample into its particular life-cycle stage, so that the 
study can compare the possible differences in their workplace learning practices between 
stages. Figure 10 connects both frameworks conceptually to meet the scope of this study:
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Inler-
Individual Group Organisational Organisational
Intuiting
InceptionIndividual Interpreting
High-GrowthGroup Integrating
Organisational Intertwining
Maturity
External Sources
Inception High-Growth Maturity
Figure 10: The conceptual framework o f the study, as combined from Jones and Macpherson (2006) 
and Smith et a l (1985)
According to the 51 framework by Jones and Macpherson (2006), an SME will 
practise learning across individual, group, organisational and inter-organisational levels. 
While the framework describes the learning picture of SMEs, it does not concern the 
OLC of the firm. The levels of learning and the choices of learning practices can vary in 
SMEs at different life-cycle stages due to different stage characteristics/constraints such 
as organisational resources, management priorities, operational structure and technical 
support in the firm (e.g., Smith et ah, 1985; Kazanjian, 1988; Moy and Luk, 2003). As 
can be interpreted from the combined conceptual framework in Figure 10, SMEs across 
life-cycle stages -  inception, high-growth and maturity (Smith et al., 1985) -  would have 
different emphasis (perceptions of importance) on using the four learning levels. It is 
predicted that SMEs from inception to maturity emphasise learning from individual to 
inter-organisational level respectively. The difference may characterise/symbolise where
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the firm is positioned along the OLC, which is what the study will find out and compare. 
From the above discussion, therefore, four hypotheses (Hs) are derived for testing:
H-l: Individual level of workplace learning is more important in SMEs at inception 
than it is at other life-cycle stages.
H-2: Group level of workplace learning is more important in SMEs at high-growth 
than it is at other life-cycle stages.
H-3: Organisational level of workplace learning is more important in SMEs at maturity 
than it is at other life-cycle stages.
H-4: Inter-organisational level of workplace learning is more important in SMEs at 
maturity than it is at other life-cycle stages.
Case Study Method
The methodology selected for this study is the case study method. Yin (2003) 
points out that a case study is favourable if the researcher is exploring how and/or why 
something happens. As Gray (2009, p. 247) also writes, “the case study method is ideal 
when a ‘how’ or ‘why’ question is being asked about a contemporary set of events over 
which the researcher has no control”. In this study, all the research questions focus on the 
“how” and the “why” about the differences in the workplace learning practices by SMEs 
across different life-cycle stages, which are current, and where real-life events are to be 
observed and explained. Mason (2002, p. 1) similarly claims that the case study method 
is good for examining “how things work in particular contexts”.
The type of case study design is termed as multiple cases/holistic in nature 
(Yin, 2003; Gray, 2009). That is, the study will use a single, holistic unit of analysis 
(workplace learning practices) and replicate the findings over multiple cases (SMEs 
within each life-cycle stage) for comparison until a common pattern may be found. Gray 
(2009) cites Flick (2006) to illustrate the process of such design (Figure 11):
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Figure 11: Replication through use o f multiple cases (adapted from Flick, 2006, cited in Gray, 2009, p.
It is important to comment that this study is more complex than the above process 
suggests, given that there are three different life-cycle stages to investigate. It is proposed 
that SMEs at the same life-cycle stage would have similar workplace learning practices 
due to similar firm resources and characteristics (e.g., Smith et al., 1985; Kazanjian, 
1988; Moy and Luk, 2003). In other words, the complete case study design will look like 
Figure 12 below. To differentiate the cases (SMEs) at different life-cycle stages, the
figure uses CASEj, CASE^g, and CASEm to represent cases at inception stage, cases at 
high-growth stage, and cases at maturity stage respectively:
257)
101
Comparing
CASE,
Collection
Interpretation
CASE,
Collection
Interpretation
Samplinj 'Sampling
Comparing Comparing
CASE;
Collection
Interpretation
Accept/reject 
theory or 
propositions
Theory or 
set of 
questions/ 
propositions
The workplace 
learning practices 
from all SMEs at 
inception will be 
examined and 
compared until a 
common pattern of 
workplace learning 
may be seen.
Comparing
Theory or 
set of 
questions/ 
propositions
Accept/reject 
theory or 
propositions
CASEj, 
Collection 
Interpretation
CASE,*
Collection 
Interpretation
Samplin Sampling
Comparing Com paring
CASEhg
Collection 
Interpretation
The workplace 
learning practices 
from all SMEs at 
high-growth will be 
examined and 
compared until a 
common pattern of 
workplace learning 
may be seen.
Comparing
CASEm
Collection
Interpretation
CASEm
Collection
Interpretation
'SamplingSamplinj
Comparing Comparing
CASEm
Collection
Interpretation
Accept/reject 
theory or 
propositions
Theory or 
set of 
questions/ 
propositions
The workplace 
learning practices 
from all SMEs at 
m aturity will be 
examined and 
compared until a 
common pattern of 
workplace learning 
may be seen.
Figure 12: The complete process o f case study design for this study
As illustrated in Figure 12, the patterns of workplace learning practices from the three 
different life-cycle stages will be compared and analysed.
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In designing a case study, Gray (2009, p. 170) lists four crucial questions to be 
answered properly, which are addressed for this study as follows:
1. “What is the ‘unit of analysis’ for the case, e.g., individuals, 
organisations, local communities, etc.?”
This study: The ‘unit of analysis’ is the workplace learning practice.
2. “What criteria are to be used in selecting cases for study?”
This study: Four criteria are used in selecting cases (SMEs). First, the firm size 
fits the definition as an SME in Hong Kong. Second, the SME is operating in 
Hong Kong. Third, the distribution of SMEs in the sample resembles the actual 
distribution of SMEs in Hong Kong. Fourth, SMEs at the three different 
life-cycle stages must be identified.
3. “Who are the key participants?”
This study: Participants are full-time SME employees at either managerial or 
non-managerial level.
4. “How many cases are there and how many participants within each 
case?”
This study: In theory, no fixed number of SMEs in the sample is assigned, nor is 
the number of participants within each firm. Theoretical sampling (or purposive 
sampling) is adopted to identify suitable/sufficient SMEs (cases), and snowball 
sampling is exercised in interviewing employees until saturation of data is 
reached or a consistent pattern of workplace learning is noted per life-cycle 
stage (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Mason, 1996, 2002; Patton, 2002; Teddlie and 
Yu, 2007). However, 30 Hong Kong SMEs in different industries (by proportion 
similar to the reality) are initially prepared for the sample, with two consecutive 
phases:
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Phase I -  The Organisational Life Cycle
Each SME in the sample will be classified into one of the life-cycle stages 
(inception, high-growth, or maturity) using a self-declaring OLC questionnaire 
(Bom, 2000) (Appendix B, p. 201). It is intended that the number of SMEs at 
each stage is equal or very close. In case the sample is exhausted and there are 
significantly few firms at certain stage, new SMEs will be added until a 
comparable number of SMEs is found for each stage (Mason, 1996).
Phase II -  The Practices of Workplace Learning
There should be a group of SMEs at each of the three life-cycle stages, and their 
employees are provided access to an online learning questionnaire (Appendix C, 
p. 204) to share their learning practices in the workplace. Furthermore, 3-4 
SMEs at each life-cycle stage will be identified for semi-structured interviews 
to compare and understand their workplace learning practices in detail.
As seen above, this case study consists of two distinct phases: Phase I 
classifies the SMEs in the sample into three different OLC stages, and Phase II explores 
SME employees’ workplace learning practices at each of these stages. It should be 
considered as an exploratory case study, using mixed methods in data collection from 
quantitative questionnaires to qualitative in-depth interviews. Phase I adopts a single 
quantitative instrument, the OLC questionnaire from Bom (2000), to satisfy the purpose. 
For Phase II, the type of mixed-method design is “quantitative then qualitative” (Gray, 
2009), in which the findings from the online questionnaire (the self-constructed Learning 
Practices Questionnaire -  LPQ) can be helpful in identifying the qualitative interviewees 
in SMEs to follow up and deepen the data. As far as this study is conemed, the overall 
findings should basically be inductive in nature, conceptualizing the different practices of 
workplace learning in SMEs at different life-cycle stages. Figure 13 below shows a 
snapshot of the two phases of research design for this study.
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The Research Design for this Case Study
Purpose: To explore the 
workplace learning practices 
in identified SMEs at each 
life-cycle stage.
Sampling Strategy: Multi­
case comparisons and 
snowballing until data 
saturation.
Instrumentation: (1) An 
online learning practices 
questionnaire; (2) Semi­
structured interviews. 
Nature: Mixed methods of 
quantitative then qualitative.
Phase I - OLC Phase I I - W P L
Figure 13: A snapshot o f the two phases o f research design for the study
A case study can be challenged by potential criticisms. These include a major 
concern that findings from the case study method are percieved as non-generalisable to a 
wider population, and can be of limited value for theory development, which is what 
Schram (2003) coins as merely “contextualization” of specific cases. In this regard, Yin 
(2003) argues that while case studies are considered weak in “statistical generalisation”, 
they are highly useful in “analytic generalisation” if multiple cases are properly 
employed in search of “replication” (or similar patterns) along the comparing process. 
Sample Frame for this Study
There are approximately 299,000 SMEs in Hong Kong, representing over 98% 
of all local enterprises and employing about 50% of the workforce in the private sector 
(Hong Kong Trade and Industry Department, 2011). According to the Hong Kong 
Yearbook (2010, p. 106), SMEs are defined as “those manufacturing businesses in Hong
Purpose: To classify SMEs 
into different life-cycle 
stages.
Sampling Strategy:
Theoretical sampling based 
on Smith et al/s (1985) 
framework -  Inception, 
High- Growth, and Maturity. 
Instrumentation: An OLC 
questionnaire (Born, 2000). 
Nature: Quantitative.
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Kong employing fewer than 100 people, or non-manufacturing businesses with fewer 
than 50”. The quality of the SME workforce is significant to the economy in Hong Kong, 
especially within the context of the knowledge economy; that is why the study likes to 
explore them from the workplace learning perspective to understand how they learn at 
work.
As this study adopts the case study method, the target population will be a 
non-random sample of small and medium enterprises (SMEs) in Hong Kong. However, 
the number of SMEs in the sample is not fixed, but 30 of them will be initially identified. 
A variety of SMEs (such as from different industries) is feasible with this study since its 
focus is generic enough about comparing the workplace learning practices at different 
life-cycle stages. To help the representativeness, the distribution of SMEs in the small 
sample resembles the actual distribution of SMEs in Hong Kong. The small sample size 
is deemed appropriate under theoretical sampling and snowballing design (Mason, 1996). 
The SME sample will be identified based on a condition that the researcher knows a 
full-time employee working in each of these 30 firms. A letter (Appendix A, p. 200) 
requesting access for data collection will be sent to each contact who will help seek the 
consent from the owner/manager of the firm.
In an SME, all the employees, regardless of managerial or non-managerial 
status, are the key informants of this study. Key informants are viewed as those 
employees who know and can offer the most about the context of the study (Brinkerhoff, 
2003). It is intended that the study explores what learning opportunities are offered by 
the firm for their employees in the workplace. Therefore, the data collection process will 
start from the owner/manager or the person who formulates the policies of people 
development in the firm (as the workplace learning provider) before contacting other 
employees (as the workplace learning user). No fixed number of employees as key 
informants will be assigned.
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DATA COLLECTION
As mentioned earlier, this case study design has two phases, using mixed 
methods of data collection to fulfil the purpose of the research. In this section, the 
methods, procedures, and instruments for each phase will be discussed.
Phase I: Classifying the Life-Cycle Stages of SMEs
The first phase will identify the life-cycle stage of each SME in the sample 
using a questionnaire from Bom (2000), who has followed a common three-stage 
life-cycle framework and developed the questionnaire based on Smith et ût/ . ’s  (1985) 
specific descriptions for each stage. As this study also refers to Smith et aFs (1985) OLC 
work, it will use Bom’s (2000) questionnaire in view of the close match and the 
empiricial validity of the questionnaire. Both Smith et al. (1985) and Bom (2000) have 
applied the same OLC factors successfully in their research. However, three minor 
adjustments to the questionnaire are made to accommodate this study: (1) using the 
names of inception, high-growth and maturity (Smith et al., 1985), instead of formation, 
growth and maturity in the questionnaire (Q.10). Since Bom (2000) uses Smith et al.’s 
(1985) OLC factors and stage descriptions in the questionnaire, stage names become 
flexible; (2) using only a portion of the original questionnaire (first 10 questions) which 
relates specifically to OLC; and (3) using the word “owner” to replace “board” in Q.8 
and Q.9 to reflect a better terminology in smaller SMEs.
The revised questionnaire invites SME owner/managers to self-declare their 
firm’s life-cycle stage by answering ten questions. A point system (1, 2 or 3) is allocated 
to the answers (Q.l -  Q.9) to relate to inception, high-growth or maturity respectively. A 
mean score of the total points gives the declaration of every SME while Q.10 serves as a 
counter-check. The self-declaring approach has been used for identification of life-cycle 
stages of firms in the literature (e.g., Smith et al., 1985; Kazanjian, 1988; Mok and Luk, 
2003). Table 8 shows the ten OLC questions to be used for this phase of the study:
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Table 8: The self-declaring OLC questionnaire for Phase I  o f data collection (adaptedfrom Born,
2000)
OLC Factors Question Item Item Ratings (Points)
Organisational Q.L To what extent is your Informal. The structure is not
Structure organisation’s structure clearly defined and is flexible.
informal or formal? There are few, if any, formal
policies. (1)
Parts of the organisation are 
structured; others are not. (2)
Formal. There is an established 
hierarchy, levels of management, 
policies and procedures, clear 
roles and responsibilities. (3)
Decision Making Q.2. To what extent are 
Structure decisions made through a
chain of command?
Little, or not effective chain of 
command. (1)
Sometimes, depends on the 
situation. (2)
Always, or almost always. (3)
Centralisation of Q.3. Which best describes
Authority the degree to which the
authority in your 
organisation is centralised 
or decentralised?
Centralised. Authority exists with 
leadership and their immediate 
peers. (1)
Some is centralised and some is 
decentralised. (2)
Decentralised. Many people, 
divisions or departments have the 
authority to make major 
decisions. (3)
108
OLC Factors Question Item Item Ratings (Points)
Communication
Style
times it is not. (2)
Formal. Information is primarily 
communicated through 
established channels. (3)
Q.4. Which best describes Informal. Communication style is
the communication style friendly/family like atmosphere,
within your organisation? ( 1 )
Sometimes it is formal, other
Formalisation of Q.5. Which best describes
reward system your organisation’s reward
system (e.g., pay raises, 
promotions, bonuses, etc.)?
Subjective/no structure. There are 
few established guidelines or 
policies for the administration of 
the reward system. (1)
Currently putting a structured 
reward system in place, or some 
aspects of the reward system are 
structured. (2)
Obj ective/structured. There are 
established guidelines or policies 
which cover most of the 
administration of the reward 
system. (3)
Adherence to the Q.6. To what extent are the 
reward system reward system policies and
procedures adhered to?
There is no structured system. (1) 
Sometimes. (2)
Always. (3)
109
OLC Factors Question Item Item Ratings (Points)
Use of formal
operating
budgets
Planning
Major decision 
making
Q.7. Which best describes 
the extent to which your 
organisation adheres to its 
budgets?
Q.8. How far in advance 
does your owner/executive 
staff plan major initiatives?
Q.9. How are major 
organisational decisions 
typically made?
Rarely. (1)
Sometimes. (2)
Always, or almost always. (3)
Less than 1 year. (1)
1-2 years. (2)
3+ years. (3)
The owner makes decisions with 
little input from any staff, or 
certain staff will make decisions 
but with little input from the 
owner (who is not really attached 
to the operation). (1)
The owner, in conjunction with 
executive management, makes 
operational decisions. There is 
little delineation between 
administrative and policy 
decisions. (2)
Policy decisions are made by the 
owner and operational decisions 
are made by the executive 
management. There is clear 
delineation between policy 
decisions and administrative 
decisions. (3)
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OLC Factors Question Item Item Ratings
Self-select OLC 
stage (as a 
counter-check 
indicator)
Q.10. The following are 
definitions of the three 
stages of an organisation 
life cycle framework 
(Inception, High-Growth, 
and Maturity). Please 
indicate which best 
describes your organisation.
Inception. The organisation has 
an open, flexible structure which 
allows for creativity and open 
communication. Relationships are 
informal.
High-Growth. There is a high 
level of commitment, a strong 
sense of mission, high creativity 
and success. Authority is now 
delegated and certain procedures 
are formalised.
Maturity. There is a stated, formal 
organisational structure with 
established rules, policies and 
procedures. There are levels of 
management which make 
decisions for the organisation.
The OLC questionnaire also includes a section to seek some demographic data 
like the firm size and the industry that the firm is in. Such information will help the 
researcher develop a sample in a way that its distribution of SMEs resembles the actual 
distribution of SMEs in Hong Kong.
Phase II: Exploring the Practices of Workplace Learning in SMEs
The second phase of the study comes to examine the workplace learning 
practices among the three identified groups (inception, high-growth and maturity) of 
SMEs. Given the SMEs within each stage, a consistent pattern of workplace learning is 
sought. Data collection methods used in this phase are an online learning practices 
questionnaire and semi-structured interviews.
I l l
The Online Learning Practices Questionnaire fLPO)
This online instrument, the Learning Practices Questionnaire (LPQ), has been 
developed by the researcher (see Table 9 below). In order to ensure its validity and 
reliability, it is reviewed by two experienced researchers and two SME owner/managers. 
It will then be piloted online by five to seven SMEs for further improvements. LPQ 
seeks information about employees’ learning practices in the workplace (which are made 
available by the organisation). It contributes to a portion of what the interview covers in 
data collection, focusing on data for the first and the third research questions (RQ-1 and 
RQ-3).
LPQ sums up the different learning practices that SMEs would do today in the 
workplace, which is based on multiple sources in the literature to ensure content 
credibility (Huang, 2001; ENSR, 2002; Clifford and Thorpe, 2007; CIPD, 2008a). In 
terms of data collection, LPQ strengthens it for purposes of reliability as the researcher is 
able to cover more employees’ inputs through two different methods. While LPQ can 
provide a base for the interviews to seek qualitative information, it also takes a critical 
function to cross check whether the inputs (even “saturated”) from interviews are 
consistent without personal bias (e.g., Johns and Lee-Ross, 1998; Patton, 2002; Mason, 
2002; Yin 2003). In some ways, LPQ offers an alternative for busy employees if an 
interview is always difficult to be arranged or some are not nominated for an interview.
The online questionnaire consists of two sections. Section A seeks some 
default demographic information of the respondent (same as the interview, p. 117). 
Section B uses a 5-point likert scale (5 = Strongly Agree; 4 = Agree; 3 = Neutral; 2 = 
Disagree; and 1 = Strongly Disagree) and an additional option of “Approach Not 
Available (99)” to collect the learning approaches provided/supported by the organisation 
and measure the employees’ opinions about their workplace learning practices. The 
learning approaches in the questionnaire are categorised under the four different levels of
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learning (individual, group, organisational, and inter-organisational) according to the 51 
framework by Jones and Macpherson (2006). Table 9 lists the possible workplace 
learning practices by SMEs, as presented in LPQ (after being pilot tested):
Table 9: The list o f workplace learning practices in LPQ for Phase II o f data collection (adapted from 
Huang, 2001; ENSR, 2002; Clifford and Thorpe, 2007; CIPD, 2008a)
Workplace Learning Practices by SMEs: 5-Point Likert Scale:
5 = Strongly Agree (SA)
4 = Agree (A)
3 = Neutral (N)
2 = Disagree (D)
1 = Strongly Disagree (SD)
99 = Approach Not Available (ANA)
Individual Level W W Ê M m S IÊ M Ê m S ANA
1. Self-study of company documentation is important to my 
learning.
Hein: These can be all sorts o f internal documents in vour 
organisation, either paper or electronic kind, for employee reference.
5 4 3 2 1 99
2. Self-study of professional literature is important to my 
learning.
Helv: These can be all sorts o f written works relatins to a particular 
profession or field o f interest, either paper or electronic kindfor public 
access (not company bound).
5 4 3 2 1 99
3. Internet searching for work-related learning is important to 
my learning.
5 4 3 2 1 99
4. Training courses provided by my own organisation are 
important to my learning.
Help: Trainine courses are usuallv more formal in delivery, structured 
and trainer-led.
5 4 3 2 1 99
5. Training courses provided by external parties are important to 
my learning.
5 4 3 2 1 99
6. Seminars provided by my own organisation are important to 
my learning.
Help: Seminars are usuallv informal or less formal in delivery, held in
5 4 3 2 1 99
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the interest o f information sharing.
7. Seminars provided by external parties are important to my 
learning.
5 4 3 2 1 99
8. Visiting trade fairs is important to my learning. 5 4 3 2 1 99
9. Study visits are important to my learning.
Helv: You are ensased in learning activities through visiting other 
organisation(s), institution(s), orplace(s).
5 4 3 2 1 99
10. Engaging in job rotation in-house is important to my 
learning.
5 4 3 2 1 99
11. Engaging in job rotation in other firms is important to my 
learning.
5 4 3 2 1 99
12. On-the-job training is important to my learning.
Help: Such training relates to vour job and takes place in your actual 
work environment. It is hands-on development provided by someone 
(e.g., a colleague, your manager) who has the knowledge and skills o f  
concern.
5 4 3 2 1 99
13. One-on-one coaching by an internal coach is important to 
my learning.
Help: Coaching relates to your performance improvement in a specific 
skill area, as supported by an individual over the short term who has 
the knowledge and expertise o f concern.
5 4 3 2 1 99
14. One-on-one coaching by an external coach is important to 
my learning.
5 4 3 2 1 99
15. One-on-one mentoring by an internal mentor is important to 
my learning.
Help: Mentoring relates to your whole-person development supported 
by a senior individual for a long period o f time across wider aspects 
(such as job, career, worklife, and personal development).
5 4 3 2 1 99
16. One-on-one mentoring by an external mentor is important to 
my learning.
5 4 3 2 1 99
17. “Asking a colleague” is an important means of workplace 
learning.
5 4 3 2 1 99
Group Level SA A N D SD ANA
18. Participating in self-directed work teams is important to my 
learning.
5 4 3 2 1 99
19. Participating in team coaching activities by an internal coach 
is important to my learning.
Help: Coaching is done at group level. For example, an experienced
5 4 3 2 1 99
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colleague having relevant expertise may coach a group o f marketing 
staff at the same time on their marketing project.
20. Participating in team coaching activities by an external 
coach is important to my learning.
Help: Coaching is done at group level. For example, your organisation 
may hire an external marketing specialist to station in-house for some 
time to coach a group o f your marketing staff on a marketing project.
5 4 3 2 1 99
21. Participating in team mentoring activities by an internal 
mentor is important to my learning.
Help: Mentoring is done at group level. An example is that several 
mentees in the same work team are mentored by a senior colleague on 
both whole-person development and their team effectiveness.
5 4 3 2 1 99
22. Participating in team mentoring activities by an external 
mentor is important to my learning.
Help: Mentoring is done at group level. An example is that several 
mentees in the same work team in your organisation are supported by 
an external mentor on both whole-person development and their team 
effectiveness.
5 4 3 2 1 99
23. Engaging myself in group discussions in the organisation is 
important for knowledge exchange.
5 4 3 2 1 99
24. Engaging myself in online forums is important for 
knowledge exchange.
5 4 3 2 1 99
Organisational Level ISIS A 111 D SD ANA
25. Cooperating with external consultants is important to 
develop my competence at work.
5 4 3 2 1 99
26. An e-leaming platform is available in my organisation, 
which is important to my workplace learning.
5 4 3 2 1 99
27. My organisation has a common groupware for employees to 
store and share business knowledge and problems, which is 
important to my learning at work.
5 4 3 2 1 99
28. My organisation is characterized with a number of informal 
peer-support communities, which are important to my learning 
at work.
5 4 3 2 1 99
Inter-Organisational Level SA A N D SD ANA
29. Networking with other organisations in the same industry is 
important to my learning at work.
5 4 3 2 1 99
30. Networking with business partners is important to my 
learning at work.
5 4 3 2 1 99
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31. Networking with customers is important to improve my 
knowledge at work.
5 4 3 2 1 99
32. Networking with professional bodies is important to 
improve my knowledge at work.
5 4 3 2 1 99
Semi-Structured Interviews
Yin (2003, p. 89) stresses that “one of the most important sources of case study 
information is the interview”. Interviewing facilitates deeper information collection, and 
is powerful for tackling research questions with dimensions of “why” and “how” (e.g., 
Mason, 2002; Yin, 2003; Gray, 2009). In this study, each interview will be executed in a 
one-to-one setting (the researcher and the SME worker) inside a room without 
interruptions. English will be used, and all the interviews should last for 75 minutes on 
average, being in the same sequence and with the same semi-structured questions 
(Appendix D, p. 208). Interviews are tape-recorded and probing questions will be posed 
when appropriate to supplement the interview question schedule.
The interviewees are SME employees at the managerial or non-managerial 
level. They are full-time, permanent staff in the firm, and can belong to different job 
functions. The sampling strategy used is snowballing, meaning that interviews will 
continue within a firm under the “an interviewee nominates the next interviewee” 
fashion until saturation of data is reached (Patton, 2002; Teddlie and Yu, 2007). This 
particular approach can improve the credibility of findings about the practices of 
workplace learning in a firm since it is out of the researcher’s subjective preference for a 
certain outcome, and the fact of data saturation reflects a scene of what is consistently 
happening. Snowballing is repeated in other selected SMEs at each OLC stage.
In line with the four research questions (RQ-1 to RQ-4) of the study, the 
interview process will address five different categories (0 -  4) of context as shown in 
Table 10 below:
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Table 10: Five categories o f interview context for Phase II o f data collection
Category Context RQ
0 some default demographic information of the interviewee; -
1 Interviewees’ learning practices received in the workplace 
(which are made available by the organisation);
RQ-1
2 Reasons for those learning practices from the organisational 
point of view;
RQ-2
3 Interviewees’ personal viewpoints of his/her workplace 
learning practices; and
RQ-3
4 Delivery of the learning practices in association with 
organisational support.
RQ-4
It is intended that the interview questions will be piloted for improvements. While 
interviewing aims to explore in-depth information from the interviewees, it will also 
provide an opportunity to verify the quantitative findings obtained from the online 
questionnaire (LPQ). Table 11 below is the list of the major interview questions:
Table 11: Major interview questions for Phase II o f data collection
Category 0 (Interviewee’s demographic information)
0.1. What is your name?
(Th names o f interviewees are kept anonymous; they will be replaced by nicknames, i f  
necessary, for their quotes in the thesis)
0.2. What is the name of your organisation?
(The names o f  organisations are kept anonymous; they will be replaced by 
abbreviations in the thesis and usedfor grouping interviewees 'dataper the same 
organisation)
0.3. Which age range do you belong to: 21-30, 31-40,41-50, 51-60, or above 60?
0.4. What is your highest educational level, secondary, diploma, undergraduate, or 
postgraduate?
0.5. What is your job level, administrative, supervisory or managerial?
0.6. How many years have you worked in this organisation?
Category 1 (Learning practices received in the workplace)
1.1. How do you usually learn at work?
1.2. What are the learning approaches that your organisation is offering to the employees?
Category 2 (Organisational reasons for the current learning practices)
2.1. Why does your organisation offer only those learning approaches that you have 
mentioned?
2.2. Why do you think your organisation cannot provide more approaches to workplace 
learning?
2.3. How has workplace learning practices changed (for better/worse) over the last two 
years in your organisation? Why has this happened?
Category 3 (Employees’ opinions about their workplace learning practices)
3.1. How effective have these learning practices been? Are they helpful to your work?
3.2. How important do you think workplace learning is to your work?
3.3. How important do you think workplace learning is to your organisation?
3.4. What are the gaps in approaches to learning in your organisation?
3.5. How would your organisation do things differently or better in order to develop you 
or other employees better?
3.6. Why do you opt for only some approaches for your learning given the fact that there 
are more alternatives within your organisation?
3.7. What other learning practices do you expect at the moment?
Category 4 (Delivery issues in workplace learning)
4.1. Would you describe how your approaches to learning are currently delivered?
4.2. Can you describe the procedures of how you request learning from your organisation?
4.3. What would you say in terms of management support when you need training for 
work? How would your organisation respond to that, and why?
4.4. What would you say in terms of organisational structure for delivering workplace 
learning in your organisation? Can you describe your in-house resources 
(facilities/personnel) for workplace learning?
4.5. Can you share how often your organisation promotes the practice of workplace 
learning?
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4.6. What would you do when you need training in the workplace, but your organisation 
cannot offer?
DATAANALYSIS
This section depicts the approach to data analysis and interpretation in the 
study, which involves quantitative and qualitative information handling. Both phases of 
data collection, of separate objective (life-cycle stages and workplace learning), are made 
possible in sequence through a paper-form OLC questionnaire, an online questionnaire 
(LPQ), and the individual in-depth interviews. With the mixed instrumentation, it is 
intended that descriptive statistics will be applied to the questionnaires and content 
analysis will be applied to the interviews. The following discusses each part of data 
analysis.
Quantitative Points System
On the OLC questionnaire in Phase I (Table 8, p. 108), a point system (1, 2 or 
3) is allocated to the answers of the first nine questions (Q.l -  Q.9) to relate to the 
life-cycle stages (inception, high-growth or maturity) respectively. Based on the 
responses by an SME, a mean score of the total points from these 9 questions will be 
computed by SPSS to represent the firm’s life-cycle stage. Upon obtaining all the mean 
scores from the firms in the sample, k-means cluster analysis will be conducted in SPSS 
to classify the data set into firms of three different life-cycle stages. The narrative 
Question 10 specifying the general nature of each life-cycle stage for the firm to choose 
directly will safeguard a situation in case the k-means cluster analysis fails to identify 
three significant clusters (Bom, 2000).
On the Learning Practices Questionnaire (LPQ) in Phase II (Table 9, p. 113), 
the 5-point likert scale (5-1) represents the responses numerically for each available 
workplace learning practice in an SME. Each level of workplace learning (i.e., individual,
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group, organisational, and inter-organisational) has multiple questions of practices, and 
the mean score of a respondent’s responses to these questions at each level will be sought. 
Four independent means for the four levels of workplace learning across all different 
respondents of SMEs will be known, and three sets of such means for three different 
life-cycle stages should be obtained/classified in the end (given the results from Phase I). 
The one-way ANOVA (Analysis of Variance) will then be conducted in SPSS to compare 
the means of these three different life-cycle stages (i.e., three different groups of SMEs) 
on each level of workplace learning. As such, four separate one-way ANOVAs are 
computed. Post hoc multiple comparisons -  the Tukey HSD test or the Games-Howell 
test -  will follow to determine the source of the mean differences if the ANOVA F  is 
significant. From the results, it is expected that certain statistical significance on the four 
levels of workplace learning practised by SMEs at different life-cycle stages can be 
noted. Moreover, the responses for “Approach Not Available (99)” will reveal the 
specific learning approaches that are not provided/practised by SMEs at a particular 
life-cycle stage, possibly leaving some observations that relate the life-cycle stages to the 
levels of workplace learning as well.
Qualitative Coding Process
Semi-structured interviews produce rich, unorganised verbal information from 
interviewees, which should be coded properly for categorisation/content analysis so that 
the findings become more meaningful (Mason, 2002; Patton, 2002). As Patton (2002, p. 
453) states, “[content analysis is] qualitative data reduction and sense-making effort that 
takes a volume of qualitative material and attempts to identify core consistencies and 
meanings”. Qualitative researchers call such “core findings” as patterns or themes.
In this study, three major steps are taken in the coding process, as supported by 
Mason (2002) and Patton (2002), from capturing the raw interview data to developing 
the meaningful common themes (see Appendix G, p. 220):
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1. Capture the data. The interviewer (researcher) writes down the interviewees’ 
responses (quotes and information) for the questions on the interview worksheet 
(Appendix D, p. 208). Interviews are tape-recorded to allow subsequent reviews.
2. Categorise the data. The interviewer reviews the data carefully (and repeatedly) 
to identify any emerging themes, and links/sorts them into different categories.
3. Analyse the emerging themes. The interviewer interprets the different categories, 
refines them, and synthesizes the same kinds into the final common themes.
This qualitative coding process generates the patterns of workplace learning practices by 
SMEs between life-cycle stages. Moreover, the interview results on the first and the third 
research questions (RQ-1 and RQ-3) can be compared with those from the online 
questionnaire (LPQ) for further insights. Importantly, the cross-stage comparisons on 
SMEs’ workplace learning practices will make a major contribution of this case study 
that the literature has not yet discussed.
VALIDITY AND RELIABILITY
In order to ensure the validity and reliability of research, this study adapts a 
proven instrument and uses relevant information from the literature. For example, Bom’s 
(2000) OLC questionnaire, built upon Smith et or/.’s (1985) work on the OLC factors, has 
been empirically tested by researchers to be valid. Another questionnaire (LPQ) that lists 
the common types of workplace learning for SMEs is constituted from similar works of 
multiple authors and authorities to secure face validity (Huang, 2001; ENSR, 2002; 
Clifford and Thorpe, 2007; CIPD, 2008a). It will also be reviewed by two experienced 
researchers and two SME owner/managers to address inter-judge reliability (Gray, 2009). 
It will then be piloted online in a group of SMEs for further improvements. Given the 
variety of industries in Hong Kong, the sample is developed in a way to help the 
representativeness that its distribution of SMEs resembles the actual distribution of
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SMEs in Hong Kong. For interviews, snowball sampling is adopted to achieve data 
consistency objectively, which greatly avoids personal bias from both the interviewer 
(researcher) and the interviewees. The online LPQ also assists interviewing to reach 
more coverage in related data collection that promotes credibility of the findings per case. 
Lastly, replication of results through multiple cases, as purposely designed, will 
strengthen external validity of the entire study (Yin, 2003).
CHAPTER SUMMARY
This chapter presents the overall research methodology of the study. It begins 
by discussing the underlying philosophy that informs the research, which is pragmatism, 
and its relation to the mixed methods strategy given the nature of the research questions 
for this study. The conceptual framework of the study, being built upon the organisational 
learning model for SMEs by Jones and Macpherson (2006) and the common life-cycle 
stages by Smith et ah (1985), is developed with four hypotheses. The case study method 
is explained, using replication of multiple cases for comparison until a consistent pattern 
may be found. There are two distinct phases of data collection in the research. Phase I is 
to classify SMEs into different life-cycle stages through theoretical sampling. Phase II is 
to explore the workplace learning practices in those identified SMEs at each life-cycle 
stage through multi-case comparisons and snowballing. In terms of research instruments, 
Phase I adopts Bom’s (2000) OLC questionnaire while Phase II uses an online learning 
practices questionnaire developed by the researcher and semi-structured interviews. As 
can be seen, the study leverages both quantitative and qualitative means to collect data. 
In data analysis, the study implements a point system or a likert scale on questionnaires 
and coding/content analysis in interviews. Validity and reliability measures are also taken 
and justified. Given a careful design in the research methodology, the next chapter will 
bring the readers to the results from data collection.
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CHAPTERS
RESULTS
This chapter presents the findings of the study. It starts with a discussion about 
the demographic profile of the sample, followed by the identification of life-cycle stages 
for the SMEs in the sample. Statistical analyses and interpretations of interviews come 
next to cast light on the practices of workplace learning in those SMEs at different 
life-cycle stages. Hypotheses are tested to establish the connection between the levels of 
workplace learning and different life-cycle stages.
DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE OF THE SAMPLE
A case study design is adopted, involving theoretical sampling (Phase I of data 
collection) and snowball sampling (Phase II of data collection), with an attempt at 
replication using multiple cases for comparison. The location of the study is Hong Kong, 
and the sample strives to resemble the actual distribution of SMEs in Hong Kong to 
ensure representativeness. It is noted that the major divide falls between industry and 
services, of which SMEs in the import/export trade and wholesale sector and retail sector 
add up to more than 50 % of the total SMEs in Hong Kong (Support and Consultation 
Centre for SMEs, 2011). Sectors of professional and business services as well as social 
and personal services are also deemed to be significant (Support and Consultation Centre 
for SMEs, 2011). As it is a case study, the target population is a non-random sample of 
SMEs. Given the above characteristics of SME distribution in Hong Kong, the researcher 
searched appropriate SMEs through contacts until the distribution requirement was met. 
Out of nearly 100 contacts, 30 suitable SMEs were initially prepared for the sample. This 
sample was also considered final since the number of firms classified into each life-cycle 
stage in Phase I was comparable (see the next section on p. 126). Table 12 below shows 
the equivalent distributions of SMEs between Hong Kong (left) and the sample (right).
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Table 12: Distribution of SMEs in Hong Kong as at March 2011 (Support and Consultation Centre for 
SMEs, 2011), as compared with that o f the sample
Classification Sector No. of SMEs 
in Hong Kong
% No. of SMEs 
in the Sample
%
Industry Construction; Electricity, 
Gas and Waste 
Management; and 
Mining and Quarrying
1,080 0.36 0 0.00
Manufacturing 11,457 3.84 1 3.33
Services Accommodation and 
Food Services
11,884 3.98 1 3.33
Financing and Insurance 17,171 5.75 2 6.67
Import/Export Trade and 
Wholesale
113,355 37.95 11 36.67
Information and 
Communications
9,869 3.30 1 3.33
Professional and 
Business Services
35,622 11.92 4 13.34
Real Estate 11,484 3.84 1 3.33
Retail 45,630 15.27 5 16.67
Social and Personal 
Services
32,823 10.99 3 10.00
Transportation, Storage, 
Postal and Courier 
Services
8,355 2.80 1 3.33
TOTAL 298,730 100 30 100
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The size of these 30 Hong Kong SMEs ranges from 6 to 62 employees, 
totalling 718 employees for the entire sample. The owner/managers were invited to 
complete the OLC questionnaire (Phase I) for the researcher to identify their current 
life-cycle stage in business (inception, high-growth, or maturity). They and their other 
employees were also invited to complete the online learning questionnaire -  LPQ (Phase 
II) about the workplace learning practices, where the researcher received 232 responses. 
The response rate is 32.3% (232/718). As part of the Phase II, in-depth interviews 
followed with 4 different SMEs identified at inception, 4 at high-growth, and 4 at 
maturity. Snowball sampling was adopted in interviewing multiple employees in a given 
SME until data saturation was achieved. Table 13 shows the demographic information 
about the respondents (retrieved from the LPQ). As the LPQ was taken anonymously 
(only firm names were captured) and interviewees could be someone who had or had not 
completed it, the demographic data for interviewees were excluded in the table to avoid 
possible duplication:
Table 13: Demographic information o f respondents for LPQ
Age Range:
N=232 (LPQ) 
Frequency %
21-30 129 55.6
31-40 71 30.6
41-50 29 12.5
51-60 3 1.3
Above 60 0 0.0
TOTAL 232 100.0*
Highest Educational Level: Frequency %
Secondary 0 0.0
Diploma 78 33.6
Undergraduate 127 54.7
Postgraduate 27 11.6
TOTAL 232 100.0*
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Job Level: Frequency %
Administrative 144 62.1
Supervisory 47 20.3
Managerial 41 17.7
TOTAL 232 100.0*
Years of Employment in the SME: Frequency %
0.5-2.0 125 54.0
2.5-4.0 55 23.8
4.5-6.0 37 15.9
6.5-8.0 13 5.6
8.5-10.0 2 0.9
TOTAL 232 100.0*
*: Individual percentages may not total up exactly to 100.0% due to rounding
Further demographic information about the 30 SMEs in the sample such as 
individual firm size, the sector they belong to, and their specific products and/or services 
will be provided along with their identified life-cycle stage in Table 17 (p. 129). The 
number of LPQ responses per stage (out of 232 total responses) will also be indicated. 
The next section discusses the results of classifying these SMEs into three life-cycle 
stages.
IDENTIFICATION OF LIFE-CYCLE STAGES (PHASE I)
Phase I of the study determines the life-cycle stage for each of those 30 Hong 
Kong SMEs in the sample using Bom’s (2000) OLC questionnaire (Appendix B, p. 201). 
The three life-cycle stages known as inception, high-growth, and maturity are defined by 
Smith et ah (1985). Quantitative data were collected through nine questions covering the 
OLC factors which are (1) organisational structure, (2) decision making structure, (3) 
centralisation of authority, (4) communication style, (5) formalisation of reward system, 
(6) adherence to the reward system, (7) use of formal operating budgets, (8) planning,
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and (9) major decision making. Each choice of answer is associated with a numeric point 
(1, 2 or 3) for statistical analysis, but these numbers were not shown with the answers on 
the questionnaire). The last (tenth) question is a self-select or counter-check question to 
ask the respondents to choose which life-cycle stage that they think it should be for their 
SME. This question becomes necessary in case the analysis fails to identify three distinct 
stages from the data set.
A k-means cluster analysis was conducted in SPSS to partition the responses of 
all the nine questions from the 30 SMEs (mean scores) into possible clusters. As a result, 
three distinct clusters were reported successfully from the OLC data. One cluster had 11 
SMEs while the other two had 10 SMEs and 9 SMEs respectively. Table 14 has the 
information generated by SPSS:
Table 14: Number o f cases (SMEs) in each cluster by k-means cluster analysis in SPSS
Cluster Number of Cases (SMEs)
1 11
2 10
3 9
Valid (Total) 30
To counter-check the above result, the researcher computed the frequencies of 
those answers for Q.10 in the OLC questionnaire, which asked the respondents to 
directly choose a life-cycle stage that best describes their current business. It is found 
that the output is supportive to the k-means cluster analysis, as shown in Table 15:
Table 15: Frequencies o f answers for Q.10 o f the OL C questionnaire
Life-Cycle Stage (Q.10) Frequency %
Inception 11 36.7
High-Growth 10 33.3
Maturity 9 30.0
Total 30 100.0
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Furthermore, the researcher computed the means of all the responses for every 
question from Q.l to Q.9 (OLC factors) within each life-cycle stage to find that there is a 
consistent (increasing) pattern for the mean scores across stages. The responses were 
pre-set by 1, 2 or 3 to relate to inception, high-growth or maturity respectively (see 
Chapter 4, Table 8, p. 108). Given the pattern, the 30 SMEs are therefore reasonably 
classified. Table 16 shows the results:
Table 16: Mean scores for each OLCfactors across three life-cycle stages
OLC Factors (Q.l -  Q.9) Inception (1) High-Growth (2) Maturity (3)
Q.l Organisational Structure 1.18 2.40 2.67
Q.2 Decision Making Structure 1.45 2.50 2.67
Q.3 Centralisation of Authority 1.18 1.80 2.00
Q.4 Communication Style 1.09 1.80 2.44
Q.5 Formalisation of Reward System 1.00 1.70 2.67
Q.6 Adherence to the Reward System 1.18 1.80 3.00
Q.7 Use of Formal Operating Budgets 1.64 2.00 2.89
Q.8 Planning 1.18 2.00 2.11
Q.9 Major Decision Making 1.45 2.30 2.56
To summarise, there was no need to add new SMEs into the current sample 
since the number of SMEs at each life-cycle stage was comparable (Mason, 1996). The 
sample with identified SMEs into three different life-cycle stages is listed in Table 17 
below, along with further demographic information of the firm. In terms of the 
breakdown on the LPQ questionnaire, there are 52 responses from the 11 SMEs at 
inception, 96 responses from the 10 SMEs at high-growth, and 84 responses from the 9 
SMEs at maturity, totalling up to 232 responses. All the SMEs remain anonymous as 
requested and are given a unique firm code for identification during analysis. Each firm 
code indicates the firm’s life-cycle stage (“i”, “hg”, or “m”), along with a digit (1, 2, 3...) 
assigned by the alphabetical order of the firm name. Respondents/interviewees are also
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anonymous during the reporting process. The sample makes the next phase (Phase II) 
ready for comparing the practices of workplace learning between different life-cycle 
stages.
Table 17: The sample o f the study
OLC Firm
Code
Firm
Size
Sector in Hong Kong Specific Products/Services
Inception il 12 Information and Communications Web Solutions, Software 
Development, and Network 
Security Tools
i2 10 Social and Personal Services Marriage Registration and 
Ceremony Services
i3 14 Import/Export Trade and Wholesale Sports/Causal Wear
i4 9 Import/Export Trade and Wholesale Children Toys and Games
i5 12 Import/Export Trade and Wholesale iPhone/iPad Accessories, Home 
Ornaments, Gifts, Toys, and 
Fashionable Watches
i6 6 Retail Infants/Children Wear
il 15 Financing and Insurance Securities and Fund Management
i8 6 Retail Footwear
i9 18 Import/Export Trade and Wholesale Infrared Thermal Imaging 
Solutions: Human Fever Screening 
System, Security and Surveillance 
System, and Building Diagnostics 
Equipment
ilO 8 Import/Export Trade and Wholesale Children Stationary and School 
Bags
i l l 10 Accommodation and Food Services Taiwanese Tea and Snack Specialist
High-Growth hgl 28 Retail Furniture and Furnishing
hg2 39 Real Estate Property Services and Investment
hg3 32 Retail Gifts and Souvenirs
hg4 33 Import/Export Trade and Wholesale Japanese Household Products
hg5 20 Social and Personal Services Employment Assistance Services
hg6 23 Professional and Business Services Workplace Training and 
Consultancy
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hg7 26 Import/Export Trade and Wholesale Japanese Lighting/LED Products
hg8 30 Import/Export Trade and Wholesale Electronics & Electrical 
Appliances: BBQ Grills, Blenders, 
Electric Ovens, Coffee Makers, 
Toasters, Food Steamers, and Fans
hg9 25 Import/Export Trade and Wholesale Pet Food and Accessories
hglO 22 Professional and Business Services Accounting Practice and Legal 
Advice for Businesses
Maturity ml 35 Transportation, Storage, Postal and 
Courier Services
Freight Forwarding, Land 
Transportation, and Warehousing 
Services
m2 33 Financing and Insurance Assets Evaluation and Investment 
Services
m3 25 Import/Export Trade and Wholesale Garment and Fashion
m4 20 Import/Export Trade and Wholesale Office Stationary, Lunch Boxes, 
and Gifts
m5 48 Professional and Business Services Inspection and Quality Assurance
m6 27 Retail Youth Fashion
ml 30 Social and Personal Services Registration and Documentation 
Services for Social Workers
m8 40 Professional and Business Services Water Tanks and Pipes 
Maintenance
m9 62 Manufacturing Metal Products
THE PRACTICES OF WORKPLACE LEARNING (PHASE II)
SMEs at three different life-cycle stages are now ready for Phase II of the 
study which explores the practices of workplace learning in these organisations. In 
association with the concept of the organisational life-cycle, an interest is placed to 
examine any patterns of their learning practices at different life-cycle stages. Data were 
collected by a mixed methods design through an online questionnaire and 
semi-structured interviews.
The Online Learning Practices Questionnaire (LPQ)
The online questionnaire, named as Learning Practices Questionnaire (LPQ),
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presents 17 practices at the individual level of workplace learning, 7 at group level, 4 at 
organisational level, and 4 at inter-organisational level (see Chapter 4, Table 9, p. 113). 
SME employees chose their answers based on a 5-point Likert scale from strongly agree 
(5) to strongly disagree (1) to express how important each practice would be for their 
learning at work at that moment. If the practice was not available, the respondents could 
choose the option of “Approach Not Available (99)”. Table 18 recaps the respective 
responses from the 30 SMEs in the LPQ exercise.
Table 18: The respective responses from the 30 SMEs in the LPQ exercise
OLC No. of SMEs No. of employees No. of responses in LPQ
Inception 11 120 52
High-Growth 10 278 96
Maturity 9 320 84
30 718 232 (32.3% Response Rate)
Perceptions of the Importance of Learning Practices
The LPQ findings indicate that SME employees at inception, high-growth, and 
maturity perceive the importance of the 32 learning practices differently. The higher the 
mean score is, the more the learning practice is valued. Tables 19, 20 and 21 (Appendix 
E) list the descriptive statistics for each life-cycle stage respectively by descending mean 
scores (shown in bold). A narrative analysis is provided as follows by comparing the top 
5 and the bottom 5 learning practices across the stages to highlight the significance:
Top 5 (Most Important) Learning Practices across OLC
Given the descriptive tables (19, 20 and 21), Table 22 below summarises the 
top 5 learning practices in the workplace that are most important in the eyes of SME 
employees at different life-cycle stages. It is recognised that on-the-job training is ranked 
the first across the board. Asking a colleague and self-study of company documentation 
are also common practices at all the stages. 13 out of the 15 learning practices are at the
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individual level of learning.
Table 22: The 5 most important learning practices perceived by SMEs across life-cycle stages
INCEPTION HIGH-GROWTH MATURITY
Rank Learning Practices Learning Practices Learning Practices
1 On-the-job training 
(Individual level)
On-the-job training 
(Individual level)
On-the-job training 
(Individual level)
2 Self-study of company 
documentation 
(Individual level)
Asking a colleague 
(Individual level)
Asking a colleague 
(Individual level)
3 Asking a colleague 
(Individual level)
A common groupware for 
employees to store and share 
business knowledge and 
problems 
(Organisational level)
One-on-one coaching by 
an internal coach 
(Individual level)
4 One-on-one coaching by 
an internal coach 
(Individual level)
Self-study of company 
documentation 
(Individual level)
Self-study of company 
documentation 
(Individual level)
5 Training courses provided 
by my own organisation 
(Individual level)
Engaging myself in group 
discussions in the organisation 
(Group level)
One-on-one mentoring by 
an internal mentor 
(Individual level)
Bottom 5 (Least Important) Learning Practices across OLC
Table 23 summarises the bottom 5 learning practices in the workplace that are 
least important in the eyes of SME employees at different life-cycle stages. As noted, 
three learning practices are common across OLC: engaging in online forums, networking 
with other organisations in the same industry, and job rotation in-house.
Table 23: The 5 least important learning practices perceived by SMEs across life-cycle stages
INCEPTION HIGH-GROWTH MATURITY
Learning Practices Learning Practices Learning Practices
Cooperating with external Cooperating with external Engaging in job rotation
consultants consultants in-house
(Organisational level) (Organisational level) (Individual level)
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Engaging myself in online Networking with other Participating in team
forums organisations in the same coaching activities by an
(Group level) industry external coach
(Inter-Organisational level) (Group level)
Networking with other Study visits One-on-one coaching by an
organisations in the same (Individual level) external coach
industry (Individual level)
(Inter-Organisational level)
Engaging in job rotation Engaging in job rotation Networking with other
in-house in-house organisations in the same
(Individual level) (Individual level) industry
(Inter-Organisational level)
A common groupware for Engaging myself in online Engaging myself in online
employees to store and share forums forums
business knowledge and (Group level) (Group level)
problems
(Organisational level)
The Popularity of Learning Practices
The LPQ findings indicate that SMEs at inception, high-growth, and maturity 
use the 32 learning practices differently, highlighting the popularity of a particular 
practice. The higher the frequency (N) is, the more the learning practice is used. Tables 
24, 25 and 26 (Appendix F) list the descriptive statistics for each life-cycle stage 
respectively by descending frequencies (shown in bold). A narrative analysis is provided 
as follows by comparing the most popular and the least popular learning practices across 
the stages to highlight the significance:
Most Popular Learning Practices across OLC
Given the descriptive tables (24, 25 and 26), Table 27 below summarises the 
most popular learning practices that are used by SMEs at different life-cycle stages. Per 
this criterion, SMEs at high-growth use a number of different practices than SMEs at 
maturity and inception (the least). Apart from individual learning, learning practices at
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the inter-organisational level are noticeable. Asking a colleague, internet searching for 
work-related learning, networking with customers, and networking with professional 
bodies are common practices at all the stages. The higher the learning practice is put on 
the list, the more important it is valued as well (mean scores).
Table 2 7: The most popular learning practices across SMEs at different life-cycle stages
INCEPTION HIGH-GROWTH MATURITY
Learning Practices Learning Practices Learning Practices
Asking a colleague 
(Individual level)
On-the-job training 
(Individual level)
On-the-job training 
(Individual level)
Self-study of professional 
literature 
(Individual level)
Asking a colleague 
(Individual level)
Asking a colleague 
(Individual level)
Internet searching for 
work-related learning 
(Individual level)
Self-study of company 
documentation 
(Individual level)
Self-study o f company 
documentation 
(Individual level)
Networking with customers 
(Inter-Organisational level)
Engaging myself in group 
discussions in the organisation 
(Group level)
Networking with customers 
(Inter-Organisational level)
Networking with professional 
bodies
(Inter-Organisational level)
Participating in self-directed 
work teams 
(Group level)
Self-study of professional 
literature 
(Individual level)
Networking with customers 
(Inter-Organisational level)
Engaging myself in group 
discussions in the organisation 
(Group level)
One-on-one coaching by an 
internal coach 
(Individual level)
Internet searching for 
work-related learning 
(Individual level)
Networking with business 
partners
(Inter-Organisational level)
Networking with professional 
bodies
(Inter-Organisational level)
Participating in team coaching 
activities by an internal coach 
(Group level)
Networking with other 
organisations in the same 
industry
(Inter-Organisational level)
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Internet searching for 
work-related learning 
(Individual level)
Visiting trade fairs 
(Individual level) 
Networking with professional 
bodies
(Inter-Organisational level) 
Networking with other 
organisations in the same 
industry
(Inter-Organisational level)
Least Popular (Bottom 5/6) Learning Practices across OLC
Table 28 below summarises the least popular learning practices in SMEs at 
different life-cycle stages. It is observed that two learning practices are common across 
OLC: internal training courses and one-on-one coaching by an external coach. Moreover, 
learning practices at the organisational level become noticeable in SMEs at inception and 
high-growth. Note that six practices are listed for SMEs at high-growth due to the 
situation of same frequencies.
Table 28: The least popular learning practices across SMEs at different life-cycle stages
INCEPTION HIGH-GROWTH MATURITY
Learning Practices Learning Practices Learning Practices
Training courses provided by Training courses provided by Training courses provided by
my own organisation my own organisation my own organisation
(Individual level) (Individual level) (Individual level)
One-on-one coaching by an One-on-one coaching by an Engaging in job rotation in
external coach external coach other firms
(Individual level) (Individual level) (Individual level)
Informal peer-support Informal peer-support Participating in team coaching
communities in the communities in the activities by an external coach
organisation organisation (Group level)
(Organisational level) (Organisational level)
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Participating in team Cooperating with external One-on-one coaching by an
coaching activities by an consultants external coach
external coach (Organisational level) (Individual level)
(Group level)
Cooperating with external A common groupware for Study visits
consultants employees to store and share (Individual level)
(Organisational level) business knowledge and 
problems 
(Organisational level)
Study visits
(Individual level)
Unavailable Learning Practices
According to the LPQ findings, there are also a few learning practices which 
are not used by SMEs at inception, high-growth, or maturity. Table 29 below provides a 
summary of those unavailable learning practices (i.e., N = 0) across the life-cycle stages, 
as referred to Tables 24, 25 and 26 respectively (Appendix F). In common, e-leaming, 
team mentoring by an external mentor, and one-on-one mentoring by an external mentor 
are not practised by any of the 30 SMEs in the sample.
Table 29: The unavailable learning practices in SMEs across life-cycle stages
INCEPTION HIGH-GROWTH MATURITY
Learning Practices Learning Practices Learning Practices
An e-leaming platform is An e-leaming platform is An e-leaming platform is
available in my organisation available in my organisation available in my organisation
(Organisational level) (Organisational level) (Organisational level)
Participating in team Participating in team Participating in team
mentoring activities by an mentoring activities by an mentoring activities by an
external mentor external mentor external mentor
(Group level) (Group level) (Group level)
One-on-one mentoring by an One-on-one mentoring by an One-on-one mentoring by an
external mentor external mentor external mentor
(Individual level) (Individual level) (Individual level)
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Engaging in job rotation in 
other firms 
(Individual level)
Engaging in job rotation in 
other firms 
(Individual level)
Differences between Life-Cycle Stages on the Levels of Workplace Learning
The purpose of this study is to explore a connection between workplace 
learning and the organisational life cycle (OLC) in Hong Kong SMEs. Using the data 
collected by the online Learning Practices Questionnaire (LPQ), the researcher 
conducted the Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) in SPSS to examine if there are any 
significant differences statistically in the learning practices by SMEs between inception, 
high-growth, and maturity.
One-Way ANOVA
As there is only a single independent variable (factor) which is the life-cycle 
stages (of 3 distinct groups), choosing the one-way ANOVA is appropriate for the study. 
The dependent variable is each level of workplace learning (of 4 levels). The one-way 
ANOVA seeks the differences between life-cycle stages on each level of workplace 
learning. Technically, four separate one-way ANOVAs were computed, one for each 
level of workplace learning. The outputs generated by the one-way ANOVA are provided 
in Tables 30, 31 and 32 below.
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Table 30 above shows the descriptive statistics of the three independent OLC 
groups {Inception, HighGrowth, and Maturity in the table) on each of the four dependent 
variables -  the levels of workplace learning {Individual, Group, Org, and InterOrg in the 
table). In the table, the “Mean” column summarises the overall mean score for each level 
of workplace learning at each life-cycle stage. It is noted that the overall mean score for 
the organisational level {Org) of workplace learning is the lowest among the four levels 
of learning, either within a stage or across the three stages. However, these mean scores 
at the organisational level of learning increase from inception, to high-growth, to 
maturity.
Table 31: Test o f Homogeneity o f Variances (Levene’s Test)
Levene
Statistic dfl d£2 Sig.
Individual .423 2 229 .656
Group 10.746 2 229 .000
Org .012 2 229 .988
InterOrg 1.511 2 229 .223
p  < .05.
Table 31 gives the results of the Levene’s test to check the assumption that the 
variances of the three OLC groups are equal for each of the dependent variables. As seen, 
the Levene’s test is significant for Group (p < .05) (shown in bold), meaning that the 
assumption of equal variances is violated.
The Levene’s test (significant or not) will determine what type of post hoc tests 
should be conducted for the dependent variable, provided that ANOVA (the overall F) is 
statistically significant (e.g., Kinnear and Gray, 2011; Morgan, Leech, Gloeckner and 
Barrett, 2011). In other words, doing post hoc tests or not is subject to the significance of 
the overall F. Choosing the appropriate post hoc tests depends on the significance of the 
Levene’s test. The overall F  can be known from the next table -  the ANOVA table.
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Table 32: The ANO VA table
Sum of 
Squares df
Mean
Square F Sig.
Individual Between Groups 1.559 2 .779 11.167 .000
Within Groups 15.985 229 .070
Total 17.544 231
Group Between Groups 3.559 2 1.779 5.351 .005
Within Groups 76.149 229 .333
Total 79.708 231
Org Between Groups 92.028 2 46.014 15.426 .000
Within Groups 683.094 229 2.983
Total 775.123 231
InterOrg Between Groups .534 2 .267 .907 .405
Within Groups 67.361 229 .294
Total 67.895 231
p  < .05.
The ANOVA table above indicates whether the overall Fs for the four separate 
one-way ANOVAs are significant or not. It should be noted that if  the ANOVA is 
statistically significant, it only tells the fact that there is a difference somewhere along the 
independent variable (the life-cycle stages in this study) for the dependent variable (a 
level of workplace learning in this study) (Morgan et al., 2011). To identify which exact 
pairs of means (a level of workplace learning) are significantly different between the 
three life-cycle stages, appropriate post hoc tests are required (e.g., Kinnear and Gray, 
2011; Morgan et al., 2011). According to the ANOVA table, the three OLC groups 
(inception, high-growth and maturity) differ significantly on the individual, group and 
organisational levels of workplace learning (p < .05) (shown in bold), but not on the 
inter-organisational level. The following summarises the results:
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The level of workplace learning ANOVA: Statistically significant?
Individual: F  (2, 229) = 11.167,/? = .000 Yes
Group: F  (2, 229) = 5.351,/? = .005 Yes
Organisational: F  (2, 229) = 15.426, p  = .000 Yes
Inter-organisational: F  (2, 229) = 0.907, p  = .405 No
p  < .05.
Since post hoc tests are only required if the ANOVA is statistically significant, 
this study proceeded with the appropriate post hoc tests (with reference to the Levene’s 
test) in SPSS for the individual, group and organisational levels of workplace learning 
(Kinnear and Gray, 2011; Morgan et ah, 2011).
Post Hoc Tests
Given the ANOVA results that the “between-groups” differences for Individual, 
Group and Org are significant (p < .05), post hoc tests were conducted for them to 
identify which exact pairs of their means are significantly different between Inception, 
HighGrowth and Maturity. As discussed earlier, InterOrg is exempted from post hoc tests, 
since its overall F  is not significant.
In terms of the choice of post hoc tests, Morgan et al. (2011) suggest that the 
Turkey HSD post hoc tests can be considered if the Levene’s test is not significant while 
the Games-Howell post hoc tests can be used if the Levene’s test is significant. As such, 
the researcher conducted the Turkey HSD post hoc tests for Individual and Org since 
their Levene’s tests did not show significance and the Games-Howell post hoc tests for 
Group due to its significance (p < .05) in the Levene’s test (see Table 31, p. 139). The 
results are shown respectively in Tables 33, 34 and 35.
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Individual Level o f  Workplace Learning
According to the Turkey HSD post hoc tests in Table 33 (the data shown in 
bold), there are significant mean differences (with *) between Inception and HighGrowth 
(.21495) {p < .05) as well as between Inception and Maturity (.13641) ip < .05). The 
mean difference between HighGrowth and Maturity is not significant (-.07854).
Table 33: The Turkey HSD post hoc tests for individual level o f workplace learning
(I) OLC (J) OLC
Mean
Difference
(I-J) Std. Error Sig.
95% Confidence Interval
Lower Bound Upper Bound
Inception HighGrowth .21495* .04549 .000 .1076 .3223
Maturity .13641* .04662 .011 .0264 .2464
HighGrowth Inception -.21495* .04549 .000 -.3223 -.1076
Maturity -.07854 .03947 .117 -.1717 .0146
Maturity Inception -.13641* .04662 .011 -.2464 -.0264
HighGrowth .07854 .03947 .117 -.0146 .1717
* The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level.
Homogeneous subsets table for Individual.
OLC N
Subset for alpha = 0.05
1 2
HighGrowth 96 3.9210
Maturity 84 3.9995
Inception 52 4.1360
Sig. A ll 1.000
The homogeneous subsets table above is a supplementary output generated 
together with the Turkey HSD post hoc tests. It offers an alternative view of the same 
interpretation. By looking at the two subset boxes (the data shown in bold), Inception is 
different from HighGrowth and Maturity because its mean score does not appear in the 
same subset with those of HighGrowth and Maturity.
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In conclusion, the individual level of workplace learning differs significantly in 
SMEs between inception and high-growth as well as between inception and maturity. 
There is no significant difference in SMEs between high-growth and maturity on their 
individual level of workplace learning.
Group Level o f Workplace Learning
The Games-Howell post hoc tests in Table 34 (the data shown in bold) indicate 
a significant mean difference (with *) between HighGrowth and Maturity (.21297) (p 
< .05). However, the mean differences between Inception and HighGrowth as well as 
between Inception and Maturity are not significant (-.29392 and -.08095 respectively).
Table 34: The Games-Howell post hoc tests for group level of workplace learning
(I) OLC (J) OLC
Mean
Difference
(I-J) Std. Error Sig.
95% Confidence Interval
Lower Bound Upper Bound
Inception HighGrowth -.29392 .13987 .098 -.6302 .0424
Maturity -.08095 .14289 .838 -.4239 .2620
HighGrowth Inception .29392 .13987 .098 -.0424 .6302
Maturity .21297* .05982 .001 .0715 .3545
Maturity Inception .08095 .14289 .838 -.2620 .4239
HighGrowth -.21297* .05982 .001 -.3545 -.0715
* The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level.
The results conclude that the group level of workplace learning differs 
significantly in SMEs between high-growth and maturity only. There are no significant 
differences in SMEs between inception and high-growth as well as between inception 
and maturity on their group level of workplace learning.
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Organisational Level o f Workplace Learning
According to the Turkey HSD post hoc tests in Table 35 (the data shown in 
bold), there are significant mean differences (with *) between Inception and HighGrowth 
(-1.38662) {p < .05) as well as between Inception and Maturity (-1.61157) (p < .05). The 
mean difference between HighGrowth and Maturity is not significant (-.22495).
Table 35: The Turkey HSD post hoc tests for organisational level o f workplace learning
(I) OLC (J) OLC
Mean
Difference
(I-J) Std. Error Sig.
95% Confidence Interval
Lower Bound Upper Bound
Inception HighGrowth -1.38662* .29738 .000 -2.0882 -.6851
Maturity -1.61157* .30475 .000 -2.3305 -.8926
HighGrowth Inception 1.38662* .29738 .000 .6851 2.0882
Maturity -.22495 .25804 .659 -.8337 .3838
Maturity Inception 1.61157* .30475 .000 .8926 2.3305
HighGrowth .22495 .25804 .659 -.3838 .8337
* The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level.
Homogeneous subsets table for Org:
OLC N
Subset for alpha = 0.05
1 2
Inception 52 1.2019
HighGrowth 96 2.5885
Maturity 84 2.8135
Sig. 1.000 .714
The homogeneous subsets table above is a supplementary output generated 
together with the Turkey HSD post hoc tests. It offers an alternative view of the same 
interpretation. By looking at the two subset boxes (the data shown in bold), Inception is 
different from HighGrowth and Maturity because its mean score does not appear in the 
same subset with those of HighGrowth and Maturity.
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In conclusion, the organisational level of workplace learning differs 
significantly in SMEs between inception and high-growth as well as between inception 
and maturity. There is no significant difference in SMEs between high-growth and 
maturity on their organisational level of workplace learning.
Inter-Organisational Level o f Workplace Learning
As the overall F  is not significant for InterOrg: F  (2, 229) = 0.907, p  = .405 
(see Table 32, p. 140), post hoc tests are not necessary (e.g., Kinnear and Gray, 2011; 
Morgan et al., 2011). It implies that there is no significant difference between life-cycle 
stages on the inter-organisational level of workplace learning by SMEs.
Semi-Structured Interviews
This study included a series of in-depth interviews with SME employees across 
the three life-cycle stages to gain more insights on their workplace learning practices. A 
snowball sampling technique was used, through which the next interviewee was referred 
by the previous interviewee (colleague) in the firm. Interviews ended for the firm when 
repeating information/responses were detected by the researcher, that is, saturation was 
reached. 4 SMEs at inception (il, i4, i7 and i9), 4 SMEs at high-growth (hg2, hg4, hg5 
and hglO), and 4 SMEs at maturity (ml, m6, m8 and m9) were involved in interviews. 
The data appeared stable after interviewing them at each group. As such, the whole 
interview exercise could end.
The interview schedule followed closely a list of core questions (see Chapter 4, 
Table 11, p. 117) that were set under five categories of context (Table 10, p. 117) to 
address the four research questions accordingly. Below recaps the major categories 
(excluding Category 0 for the demographic data of interviewees):
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Category Context
1 Interviewees’ learning practices received in the workplace (which are made
available by the organisation)
2 Reasons for those learning practices from the organisational point of view
3 Interviewees’ personal viewpoints of his/her workplace learning practices
4 Delivery of the learning practices in association with organisational
support
In Search of Common Themes from the Interviews
As seen, interviews were conducted in a structured manner to seek answers for 
these four categories of context from SMEs at inception, high-growth, and maturity until 
data saturation was reached. The raw data were analysed in search of common themes 
for each category of context per SME group. This section discusses the findings, with 
representative quotes selected to aid reading while a full list of additional quotes and 
emerging themes that lead to the common themes is provided in Appendix G (Table 36).
Category Context
1 Interviewees’ learning practices received in the workplace (which are made 
available by the organisation)
Common themes are noted between the three life-cycle stages for this category. 
The following first discusses the common themes for all stages, followed by different 
individual (common) themes for each stage, if any.
SMEs at Inception/High-Growth/Maturity
Self-Initiated. Many SME employees reported that they have to find learning 
opportunities by themselves in the workplace. Their firms do not consider delivering 
much training and development. If they do not act proactively for learning, no learning
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will happen. An employee from i4 (SME no. 4 at inception, see Table 17, p. 129) said:
“My learning practices are triggered from my work. I  study what my 
work requires me to perform, and I  go from there fo r  knowledge that I  
need. My company will not tell me what I  need in learning. I  rely on 
self-learning from any available documentation on the job. Internet 
and colleagues are other learning sources. ”
Non-Structured. Learning practices are truly varied in SMEs across all stages. 
There are usually no ready learning programmes for employees, but employees create 
their own programmes depending on what they can have with their workplace situations. 
Learning practices tend to be ad-hoc, individual, interpersonal, and of no boundary. For 
example, an employee from i9 shared:
“The first practice in my mind is asking around my colleagues until I  
have my answer. I  read and I  talk in the workplace, which basically 
form most o f my learning practices. I f  the learning scope involves work 
with business partners or customers, I  simply talk to them, too. ”
Job-Related. Most learning practices relate to the work. Employees learn what 
their jobs exactly require in terms of knowledge through what the job can offer by means 
of learning resources. Personal development (e.g., soft skills) is found to be weak. An 
assistant manager from m9 said:
“My priority is my work, and I  have to make sure that I  can do it well 
by understanding the ins and outs. I  pick up what I  need to learn in 
order to fulfil that. I  have not thought about other learning such as soft 
skills advancement because I  have something else more critical to 
learn at work. ”
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SMEs at High-Growth
Individually Responsible. Interviewees claimed that more learning is deemed 
necessary at work because of more demanding workload that comes to them. Engaging 
more in teamwork does not mean more chance to learn from peers. Learning is not as 
important as delivery (individual contribution) in such workplaces. Employees have to 
“make” extra time (including after work) to learn or catch up as quickly as possible. For 
example, an employee from hg2 shared:
‘M y workload is increasing so much in recent years since the property 
business is booming so well, as you know. Our boss is good at catching 
business at the right time. We receive more clients, more projects to 
serve. My job responsibility grows while I  also feel my knowledge 
drops. I  have to consider and maintain my competencies to work well 
with peers. I  face learning pressure but my company does not worry 
much. To be able to work in team, I  cannot burden my colleagues 
without my share o f contribution. In other words, it is everyone s 
responsibility to keep learning to survive. ”
Team-Driven. There is an indication that more workplace learning takes place 
in a team context to leverage staff resources (knowledge and skills) and save time. 
Human capital remains a core asset of learning at this fast-paced environment, but 
learning is still not prepared and is often done at someone’s request. While a 
considerable number of employees reported their individual efforts in workplace learning, 
more experiential sharing and group discussions among teammates are encouraged by 
their immediate managers who lead the team learning exercises to tackle their project 
issues. A manager in hg5 said:
“Each o f us handles multiple projects at a time. We are busy enough 
not to learn at work, but it is not possible at all because this will risk a 
project to fail. Each team member must be productive and supportive at
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the same time. We must help each other to solve problems quickly, and 
so we had better learn together in one go. ”
An employee in hglO pointed out:
“My team has regular meetings to share work progress and 
importantly to share problems and know-how fo r learning together.
Our team leader or even our boss is there as well that makes such 
learning serious and valuable. We also work with clients as another 
channel o f our learning. The practice is a great addition to my learning 
alone in this company. ”
SMEs at Maturity
’’More is Fewer” . While most employees reported that their organisations are 
offering a choice of learning opportunities in the workplace, they find it difficult to take 
advantage of them due to their busy work life and time pressure. More learning choices 
can be redundant to them, as they still have to limit their learning practices to some quick 
approaches such as self-study, asking close/senior colleagues on the job, and/or learning 
from acquaintances in their business networks. For example, an employee in m l said:
“I  have to focus on work performance to make sure that it is good. My 
job security is based on it, frankly speaking. I f  I  need learning, it must 
be done quickly, effectively and usefully. I  don’t have time to attend 
training, although I  do receive some emails fo r  it from our HR. ”
Category Context
2 Reasons for those learning practices from the organisational point of view
For this category, it is noted from the interviews that SMEs claim similar 
organisational reasons for their specific practices of workplace learning, regardless of 
which life-cycle stage they belong to. Hence, the following combines and discusses their 
common themes across stages, and there is no sub-section for each stage.
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SMEs at Inception/High-Growth/Maturity
Tight Resources. It is found as their limitation. SMEs voice this issue to 
explain why they cannot adopt many learning practices as indicated in the LPQ. Both 
people and money are their business challenges all the time, which can never be easily 
accommodated. For example, the owner/manager in i4 said:
“It is a trade-off in our company. I f  we gain something, we must lose 
something. This means we have to put more resources in business 
which is our first priority. Employee learning is set to be simple in 
approach. We can’t afford luxury. ”
Efficiency and Effectiveness. This is one of their core beliefs. SMEs expect 
fast results in developing employees, including new employees. Moreover, they focus 
very much on job-related knowledge and skills, which will contribute to their current 
business. Their workplace learning agenda seems to be mostly on short-term targets. For 
example, a manager in hg4 commented:
“When I  was hired by the company, my boss treasured my experience 
and clientele for the same kind o f job. Occasionally I  ask him questions 
on the job, but I  am not sure i f  it is considered as training, maybe just a 
quick learning moment for know-how that I  need at that time. Now I  am 
involved in recruitment. We carry on the same mindset and look fo r  
people with ready contributions. Even some juniors need development, 
we trust that they can learn from peers around. It is faster, direct and 
relevant for work, which is what they want, too. ”
Competition. It is found as their driving force -  a force for more variety of 
learning practices in the workplace to help employees be competitive, as specially noted 
in bigger SMEs. However, their learning is affected by tight resources in the organisation, 
and their practices (despite given more choices) still commonly go to individual learning,
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group discussions, on-the-job training, and/or seeking quick help from relevant people. 
For example, a supervisor in m8 revealed:
“Our company has a variety o f training and learning programmes.... 
However, my manager does not allow many o f us to attend because we 
are always short o f people at work. In my case, I  have heavy workload 
and can usually seek learning through self-reading, internet, and 
asking people around. Other colleagues have a similar situation. I  
recalled I  sat in some courses or seminars several times, but I  left early 
because my company called me with something urgent.... ”
Category Context
3 Interviewees’ personal viewpoints of his/her workplace learning practices
The researcher realises that employees’ viewpoints about workplace learning 
are rooted in its nature of practice, and different life-cycle stages may not matter. Many 
practices are also common to SMEs across OLC. Thus, the following first discusses the 
common themes for all stages, followed by individual (common) themes for each stage, 
if any.
SMEs at Inception/High-Growth/Maturity
Needs at Work. Most employees reported that they practise learning at work 
when there is a need. Workplace learning is highly appreciated in their opinions because 
it builds their confidence and job satisfaction. Although the choice of practices is limited, 
many are most practical and critical to fill their needs on the job. A programmer in il 
said:
“My job requires work experience to excel. I  deal with software and 
new technology that keep changing. I  work with other software houses 
to serve a single customer. I f  I  have any uncertainty in my work, I  must
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ask and learn from others until I  do it right; otherwise, my work will 
affect the overall system fo r that customer. I  feel workplace learning is 
important in my profession, so I  always read and ask my colleagues for  
their experience to solve my needs. ”
Just-in-Time. Many SME employees value quicker results from their learning 
practices. They see it very important because of the mixed job roles they play which are 
tedious and the time to complete multiple tasks which is short. A sales manager in i9 
shared a typical example:
'7  am in the sales team. However, I  also involve in production and even 
accounting work. My company has a number o f hi-tech products. I  
think learning a particular one is already difficult since it is highly 
complicated equipment. Well, I  need to sell more than one o f them and 
be familiar with each so that I  can explain to clients. I  have to monitor 
the production o f those accessories that go with each equipment I  am 
selling. I  also prepare monthly financial reports to the accounting 
team. Recently, my boss asked me to propose new products for some 
new markets in Hong Kong.... is it business development, Steven! What 
I  want to say is that along the way, I  am very much challenged by new 
learning. I  choose the quickest ways to learn. I  need to learn fast. I  
need to cut short o f  my learning curve because o f too many tasks to do 
at a single point in time. ”
’’Simple is Nice” . Many employees agreed that they are aware of the practices 
in the LPQ. However, they feel that their limited learning practices work pretty well to 
them. In their training and learning, colleagues are always “keener to teach” each other 
in the workplace -  even though they know they are busy! Other practices may be 
“good-to-have”, but the current ones are effectively nice. For example, an administrator 
in hg5 commented:
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“I  enjoy working in a small firm. The learning culture is great, and our 
bonding is close. Although we do not have rich resources in training 
and development like a big firm, I  am able to learn what I  need. No 
problem. Many colleagues are helpful, and many are my mentors. ”
SMEs at High-Growth
Networking. SME employees at high-growth added that their learning 
practices at the group level such as work teams, group discussions and team coaching 
can foster closer relationships among colleagues. People become more outspoken and 
supportive at work. Networking grows beyond the office with business partners, 
customers and sometimes other business contacts. The situation will fill the organisation 
with more market intelligence, discovery and innovation, which is important at their 
stage due to competition. An employee in hg4 said:
“I  find  my company supportive because I  feel I  am not alone. Yes, I  
have my heavy workload, my own responsibility, but our team synergy 
is great. Many o f us always discuss problems and solutions together, 
even over lunch and dinner. The atmosphere makes me more proactive 
and creative fo r  my work, and I  enjoy working with stakeholders inside 
and outside the company. ”
SMEs at Maturity
Personal Development. A good number of SME employees at maturity shared 
that they are open for more learning opportunities which can develop their transferable 
competencies such as soft skills and professional qualifications. This may be linked with 
the stage of their organisation. While the employees are satisfied with their current 
practices (simple is nice), they start considering their career advancement more seriously 
from the stable (or static in their opinion) workplace. It is a dilemma! For example, a 
manager in m8 pointed out:
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“I  start realising the fact that it is not easy for me to change my job. I  
feel that my company has no better position for me. I  just work to pass 
time i f  I  do not make a career move fo r  own good. However, what I  
know is all about the knowledge and know-how with this company. I  
only have working experience, that’s all. Look at the fresh graduates 
nowadays, many come with training in soft skills or professional skills. 
It is a critical foundation on personal level. I  welcome my company to 
support more variety o f learning opportunities beyondjob scope. ”
Category Context
4 Delivery of the learning practices in association with organisational 
support
For this category, the interviews found no common themes about the delivery 
and the organisational support of workplace learning in the SMEs across inception, 
high-growth and maturity. Only individual (common) themes for each stage are noted.
SMEs at Inception
“Passive” Resources. Many employees claimed that the delivery of learning 
practices is all managed by themselves from seeking to learning. The support from their 
organisation is just the environment of available resources (e.g., people, documentation, 
and facilities) for them. This environment is “passive”; in other words, if  an employee 
does not make use of it for own learning, no learning is actually delivered. An employee 
in i7 said:
“/  have to work with my learning needs and find  the practices that can 
meet them within my company resources. Asking is important, not only 
on the subject matter but also where I  can find  it fo r  further learning. ”
SMEs at High-Growth
Strategic Team Learning. It is noted that SMEs at this stage support relatively
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more learning practices at the group level. Their approach is around leveraging people’s 
capabilities and innovation for the strategic benefits of their business. More managers act 
as team trainers in delivery. A senior manager in hg2 shared:
“Our market is fast, our competitors are smart, and we have to act fast 
and do right at the same time to capture the opportunities. Learning in 
the team setting serves well in that purpose. People are involved, 
knowing what the company is doing. Information is shared and abilities 
are leveraged, making our strategy formulation easier and faster. We 
learn from each other. We correct each other. Experienced staff is 
always a big plus in such activities, leading the business while guiding 
the juniors with hands-on. ”
SMEs at Maturity
Semi-Systematic. SMEs at this stage are trying to systematise HR practices, 
but most practices are at an immature status. For example, they have dedicated personnel 
in training and development (often a part-time role or the staff’s secondary responsibility 
though), and employee learning is “practically” recognised and recorded in a system for 
formal appraisal use. It is seen that organisational support is framed to exist, but it is very 
much administrative. A systematic (or strategic) roadmap of offering a variety of learning 
programmes for developing different employees is weak or missing. A sales supervisor in 
m6 commented:
“We have a training and development person in back office. We also 
have an intranet fo r appraisal use, leave application or sharing office 
information. That person sometimes sends out email announcements 
about our in-house training. I  think it is not enough... I f  I  need learning 
at work, I  still rely on my colleagues around by asking them, or I  study 
some relevant materials myself. My point is that i f  training is discussed 
in my appraisal, my company should offer more training workshops 
that can be official, more different topics for our development, and they 
need to drive T&D more thoroughly. ”
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Quantitative combined with Qualitative Results
The mixed methods (quantitative then qualitative) design in data collection can 
help the researcher verify, complement and/or triangulate the information found between 
both data sets (Gray, 2009). This study in Phase II used an online questionnaire (the LPQ, 
quantitative) and semi-structured interviews (qualitative) to collect the data about the 
workplace learning practices in SMEs. Given a sample of 30 Hong Kong SMEs at three 
different life-cycle stages, it is observed that the quantitative and qualitative results lend 
support to each other. Two common observations are identified as follows.
Different Perceptions of Importance on Learning Practices
The descriptive statistics from the LPQ (Tables 1 9 -2 1 ,  Appendix E) show 
that SME employees perceive the 32 learning practices (if available in their organisation) 
differently in terms of the practices’ importance to their learning at work. This holds true 
whether the SMEs are at the same life-cycle stage or they are at different stages.
Moreover, the top 5 of the important learning practices across life-cycle stages 
(Table 22, p. 132) has a majority of practices at the individual level while the bottom 5 
(Table 23, p. 132) evenly involves one to two practices at each level of learning. This 
contrast may imply that SME employees generally regard individual learning to be more 
important than other levels of workplace learning.
The interviews draw similar results as the LPQ does. For example, 
interviewees responding to the questions in Category 1 (p. 146) and Category 3 (p. 151) 
shared that their learning practices are always individually driven or on the self-learning 
mode (even in the work team environment), job-related to be important to them, and 
readily available to save time. Moreover, these interviewees in different SMEs -  either 
within a life-cycle stage or across life-cycle stages -  similarly claimed that they prioritise 
learning practices and make choices in their practice of workplace learning for the best 
possible approaches. In other words, they perceive the importance of learning practices
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(that are available to them) differently in terms of helping their work.
The Varied Nature of Learning Practices
The descriptive statistics from the LPQ (Tables 24 -  26, Appendix F) show that 
SMEs use the 32 learning practices differently. Some practices are more popular in 
SMEs while some practices are less used or even not used by SMEs. This holds true 
whether the SMEs are at the same life-cycle stage or they are at different stages.
The most popular learning practices across life-cycle stages (Table 27, p. 134) 
are mostly at the individual and inter-organisational levels. SMEs at high-growth appear 
to do more different types of learning practices than SMEs at inception and maturity. The 
least popular learning practices across life-cycle stages (Table 28, p. 135) are noticeably 
at the organisational level, as well as at the individual level that involves structured 
delivery (like training courses and study visits) or external resources (such as coaching 
by an external coach and job rotations in other firms).
Moreover, the one-way ANOVA on the LPQ data indicates that there are 
significant statistical differences in the workplace learning practices by SMEs at the 
individual, group and organisational levels between life-cycle stages (see the ANOVA 
section on p. 137 -  145). Only the learning practices at the inter-organisational level are 
not significantly different between all the stages.
In this aspect, the qualitative themes derived from Categories 1 -  4 (p. 146 -  
155) provide support to the quantitative results. The interviews revealed that SMEs’ 
approaches to workplace learning are varied and selective to necessarily align with their 
business situations, available resources and time, regardless of which life-cycle stage the 
organisation is at. While there are common learning practices across SMEs at different 
stages (asking a colleague, internet searching for work-related learning, networking with 
customers, and networking with professional bodies), they have their own combination 
of practices in the workplace. More team projects and team-driven learning take place in
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SMEs at high-growth than those SMEs at other stages. The interviews also inform that 
SME employees, at any life-cycle stage, often seek learning which is directly relevant to 
work and conveniently available for them -  within or out of their organisation. This 
makes their learning from customers, vendors and business partners a common and 
natural practice because of the needs at work (i.e., learning at the inter-organisational 
level). In addition, individual learning is found to favour interviewees’ expectation in 
view of its efficiency, cost-effectiveness and practicality for work.
TESTING THE HYPOTHESES
This section provides a discussion about testing the four hypotheses (H-l to 
H-4) stated in Chapter 4 on p. 100. Before testing them, the overall mean scores of each 
level of workplace learning across life-cycle stages are retrieved from Table 30 (p. 138) 
for examination, as summarised in Table 37 below.
Table 37: The overall mean scores o f each level o f workplace learning across OLC
Inception High-Growth Maturity
Individual 4.14 3.92 4.00
Group 3.46 3.75 3.54
Organisational 1.20 2.59 2.81
Inter-organisational 3.68 3.73 3.62
Based on the magnitude of mean scores, four observations are noted from Table 37. First, 
all the SMEs across life-cycle stages emphasise both individual and inter-organisational 
levels of workplace learning in their workplaces (with relatively higher means), which 
tends to support the 51 framework discussed by Jones and Macpherson (2006). Second, 
SMEs at high-growth value more than their peers at other stages on the group level of 
workplace learning (with the highest mean). Third, the organisational level of workplace 
learning is weak in all SMEs across life-cycle stages (with relatively lower means),
158
which echoes with the literature about their limited internal resources for organisational 
learning. Fourth, the organisational level of workplace learning in SMEs appears to 
increase importance (with increasing means) from inception, to high-growth, to maturity, 
which makes sense given their efforts around more structured operations at advanced 
stages (Smith et aL, 1985).
The above observations based on the magnitude of mean scores give only a 
general picture about the workplace learning practices in SMEs across life-cycle stages. 
To test the hypotheses, the significances of those overall mean scores between life-cycle 
stages should be examined in ANOVA to justify their differences (or not), along with the 
subsequent post hoc tests that determine where the significances of the mean differences 
between stages are (if the ANOVA is significant). Table 38 below summarises the results 
of the one-way ANOVA (p. 137 -  145) on the LPQ data.
Table 38: The significances o f mean differences between life-cycle stages (from one-way ANOVA)
Post Hoc Tests
Significant Between Between Between
ANOVA Inception and Inception and High-Growth and
High-Growth Maturity Maturity
Individual Yes .21495* .13641* -.07854
Group Yes -.29392 -.08095 .21297*
Organisational Yes -1.38662* -1.61157* -.22495
Inter- No Not Applicable Not Applicable Not Applicable
Organisational
* The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level.
Drawing upon the information from Table 38, the results of hypothesis testing 
are that H-l is supported, H-2 and H-3 are partially supported, and H-4 is not 
supported -  as are explained next.
159
H-l Individual level of workplace learning is more important in SMEs at 
inception than it is at other life-cycle stages.
Supported. The one-way ANOVA is statistically significant (p < .05) for the 
individual level of workplace learning between life-cycle stages, meaning that 
the OLC groups differ on this level of learning. The subsequent post hoc tests 
show significances (p < .05) between inception and high-growth (.21495) as 
well as between inception and maturity (.13641), telling exactly where the 
differences are. Moreover, the positive mean difference between inception and 
high-growth (.21495) indicates that the individual level of workplace learning is 
more important at inception than it is at high-growth. Similarly, the positive 
mean difference between inception and maturity (.13641) indicates that the 
individual level of workplace learning is more important at inception than it is at 
maturity. In sum, the individual level of workplace leaning is more important in 
SMEs at inception than it is at other life-cycle stages.
H-2 Group level of workplace learning is more important in SMEs at 
high-growth than it is at other life-cycle stages.
Partially Supported. The one-way ANOVA is statistically significant (p < .05) 
for the group level of workplace learning between life-cycle stages, meaning 
that the OLC groups differ on this level of learning. The subsequent post hoc 
tests show significance (p < .05) between high-growth and maturity only 
(.21297), which is where the difference is. This positive mean difference 
(.21297) between high-growth and maturity indicates that the group level of 
workplace learning is more important in SMEs at high-growth than it is at 
maturity (but not at inception, since the mean difference is not significant 
between inception and high-growth).
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H-3 Organisational level of workplace learning is more important in SMEs at 
maurity than it is at other life-cycle stages.
Partially Supported. The one-way ANOVA is statistically significant {p < .05) 
for the organisational level of workplace learning between life-cycle stages, 
meaning that the OLC groups differ on this level of learning. The subsequent 
post hoc tests show significances (p < .05) between inception and high-growth 
(-1.38662) as well as between inception and maturity (-1.61157), telling exactly 
where the differences are. Moreover, the negative mean difference between 
inception and high-growth (-1.38662) indicates that the organisational level of 
workplace learning is less important at inception than it is at high-growth. 
Similarly, the negative mean difference between inception and maturity 
(-1.61157) indicates that the organisational level of workplace learning is less 
important at inception than it is at maturity. In conclusion, the organisational 
level of workplace learning is more important in SMEs at maturity than it is at 
inception (but not at high-growth, since the mean difference is not significant 
between high-growth and maturity).
H-4 Inter-organisational level of workplace learning is more important in SMEs 
at maturity than it is at other life-cycle stages.
Not Supported. The one-way ANOVA shows no statistical significance for the 
inter-organisational level of workplace learning between life-cycle stages, 
meaning that there is no difference between the OLC groups on this level of 
learning. However, given its relatively high overall mean scores across stages 
(see Table 37 on p. 158), supported by the findings from the interviews, it is 
noted that the inter-organisational level of workplace learning is valued by all 
SMEs, being equally important across the three life-cycle stages.
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CHAPTER SUMMARY
This chapter presents the overall results of the case study which uses mixed 
methods (quantitative and qualitative) for data collection in two distinct phases. Phase I 
adopts Bom’s (2000) OLC questionnaire and a k-means cluster analysis in SPSS to 
classify a sample of 30 Hong Kong SMEs into different life-cycle stages. As a result, 11 
SMEs are at inception, 10 at high-growth, and 9 at maturity. Phase II then explores the 
workplace learning practices in these SMEs at different life-cycle stages, using an online 
learning practices questionnaire (LPQ) developed by the researcher and semi-structured 
interviews with snowball sampling until data saturation was reached. While the 
descriptive statistics are analysed from the LPQ data, one-way ANOVA in SPSS is also 
conducted to examine the differences between life-cycle stages on the four levels of 
learning (individual, group, organisational, and inter-organisational). The interviews 
provide in-depth supplement to the findings from the LPQ, and help validate them. The 
study includes four hypotheses which are tested. The next chapter will discuss the results 
of the study with the literature, and answer the four research questions.
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CHAPTER 6 
DISCUSSION
This chapter presents the overall results of the study, and discusses them with 
the existing literature. Three categories of results can be formed for discussion, which are 
(1) the relationships between the levels of workplace learning and life-cycle stages in 
SMEs, (2) the perceptions of SME employees on the importance of their available 
learning practices in the workplace, and (3) the ways how SMEs use those different 
learning practices provided in the study. Given these results, the four research questions 
of the study are answered, and further questions are also suggested.
BRIDGING OVERALL RESULTS AND LITERATURE
This case study explores how SME employees in Hong Kong practise and 
view their learning at work. It brings the notion of organisational life cycle (OLC) into 
discussion, and investigates from a macro-level perspective about what learning practices 
are provided to employees by the firm and what factors may contribute to the possible 
differences in learning practices across SMEs at different life-cycle stages. This inquiry 
gives rise to a research gap -  the connection between the practices of workplace learning 
and the organisational life cycle.
The study compares multiple cases -  30 suitable SMEs with 718 employees in 
Hong Kong -  under the mixed methods design of collecting data quantitatively and 
qualitatively in two distinct phases. Research instruments involve the OLC questionnaire, 
an online learning practices questionnaire (LPQ), and semi-structured interviews (see 
Chapter 4 for details). In the end, the study produces 10 noticeable findings which can be 
grouped into 3 categories based on their characteristics/nature. Table 39 lists the overall 
results of the study -  totally 10 items (1 - 10) in 3 categories (A - C). Each category will 
be discussed against the relevant literature.
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Table 39: The overall results o f the study
Item Description of the Findings
A The Relationships between Learning Levels and Life-Cycle Stages
1 The individual level of workplace learning differs significantly in SMEs 
between inception and high-growth as well as between inception and 
maturity. This level is more important in SMEs at inception than it is at 
other life-cycle stages.
2 The group level of workplace learning differs significantly in SMEs 
between high-growth and maturity only. This level is more important in 
SMEs at high-growth than it is at maturity.
3 The organisational level of workplace learning differs significantly in 
SMEs between inception and high-growth as well as between inception 
and maturity. This level is more important in SMEs at high-growth and 
maturity than it is at inception.
4 There is no significant difference between life-cycle stages on the 
inter-organisational level of workplace learning by SMEs. This level is 
valued by all SMEs, being equally important across the three life-cycle 
stages.
B Employees ’ Perceptions o f the Importance o f Learning Practices
5 SME employees perceive the importance of their available learning 
practices differently regardless of life-cycle stages.
6 Learning practices at the individual level are most important in the 
perceptions of SME employees regardless of life-cycle stages.
C SMEs ’ Uses o f Learning Practices
1 SMEs use learning practices differently regardless of life-cycle stages.
Given 32 learning practices, some practices are more popular in SMEs 
while some practices are less used or even not used by SMEs.
8 SMEs emphasise using learning practices at both individual and 
inter-organisational levels regardless of life-cycle stages.
9 SMEs at high-growth value and use more group learning than their peers 
at other life-cycle stages.
10 The organisational level of workplace learning is weak (if available) in 
all SMEs across life-cycle stages. However, this level of learning 
appears to increase its importance and structure from inception, to 
high-growth, to maturity.
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Discussion on the Relationships between Learning Levels and Life-Cycle Stages
The study supports the three generic life-cycle stages in organisations (Smith et 
ah, 1985; Bom, 2000), as the sample can be distinctly classified into SMEs at inception, 
high-growth, and maturity. It is found that there are differential relationships between the 
four levels of workplace learning and the three life-cycle stages in SMEs (Category A: 
the items A 1 to A4 in Table 39).
The statistical summary derived from the one-way ANOVA (Table 38, p. 159) 
illustrates the findings in this category. First, the individual level of workplace learning 
differs significantly (p < .05) between inception and high-growth (mean difference 
= .21495) as well as between inception and maturity (mean difference = .13641). Both 
positive mean differences show that the individual level of workplace learning is more 
important at inception than it is at high-growth and maturity. Second, the group level of 
workplace learning differs significantly (p < .05) between high-growth and maturity 
(mean difference = .21297). The positive mean difference shows that the group level of 
workplace learning is more important at high-growth than it is at maturity. Third, the 
organisational level of workplace learning differs significantly (p < .05) between 
inception and high-growth (mean difference = -1.38662) as well as between inception 
and maturity (mean difference = -1.61157). Both negative mean differences show that 
the organisational level of workplace learning is less important at inception than it is at 
high-growth and maturity. Fourth, there is no significant difference between life-cycle 
stages on the inter-organisational level of workplace learning by SMEs, since the 
one-way ANOVA shows no statistical significance. However, the relatively high mean 
scores for the inter-organisational level in SMEs indicate the importance of this learning 
level across life-cycle stages (see Table 37, p. 158).
The differential relationships between learning levels and life-cycle stages are 
possibly associated with the different firm characteristics (for example, the availabilities
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of internal resources and capabilities, the organisational structure and size, and the 
management/communication style in the workplace) that SMEs experience at different 
life-cycle stages. The following provide the discussion in light of the organisational life 
cycle theory from the literature.
SMEs at inception are normally considered to be young organisations, smaller 
in firm size, and unstructured in their workplace practices (e.g., Churchill and Lewis, 
1983; Miller and Friesen, 1983, 1984; Quinn and Cameron, 1983; Scott and Bruce, 1987; 
Dodge and Robbins, 1992; Hanks et al., 1993). Their decision-making channel is rather 
simple and direct, being dominated by a few leader/managers who exercise subjective 
judgements with an informal planning style (e.g., Scott, 1971; Mintzberg, 1984). There is 
also little coordination among employees in the same workplace, as the internal structure 
of the firm is not mature for team activities (e.g., Galbraith, 1982; Quinn and Cameron, 
1983). Their overall business objective is to secure necessary resources, build networks, 
and maintain the basic operations to ensure survival in competition (Smith et al., 1985). 
Managing products and services takes away most of their time and energy (e.g., Greiner, 
1972, 1998; Galbraith, 1982). As can be understood, all of these firm characteristics at 
inception can easily put workplace learning into a lower priority. Even though learning is 
sought, the individual and inter-organisational levels of workplace learning are more 
feasible choices since these levels require fewer internal resources. Moreover, as these 
organisations are desperate in networking and concerned with their business success in 
competition, it makes sense to agree that the inter-organisational level of workplace 
learning is a smart way of making “connections” as well as learning “useful information” 
from outside of their firm. This point also holds true for SMEs at other life-cycle stages.
SMEs at high-growth will have a significant change in workplace coordination 
due to business demands and time pressure, where work processes become moderately 
formal and systematic that may cross among employees in team settings (Smith et al..
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1985). Policies and procedures are taking form, while the whole organisational structure 
begins to emerge into functional context with task specializations (e.g., Lyden, 1975; 
Hanks and Chandler, 1994). In other words, the firm may grow rapidly, and trained 
professionals/managers are hired to share the leadership role in managing the increased 
complexity of the firm that is dominated much with “problems” (e.g., Kazanjian, 1988; 
Kazanjian and Drazin, 1989, 1990; Hanks et ah, 1993). While decision-making remains 
centralised, it is seen to be more formalized with the progressive use of analytical tools 
to tackle issues (e.g., Scott, 1971; Galbraith, 1982; Gupta and Chin, 1993). Workplace 
innovation is critical for the firm’s internal development to stay competitive as well as to 
get the operation effectively/efficiently organised (Cameron and Whetten, 1981, 1987). 
Therefore, all of these firm characteristics at high-growth turn to favour the group level 
of workplace learning (and the organisational level in some ways) by leveraging the 
power of team resources and capabilities.
SMEs at maturity have a more formal organisational structure, supported by 
established office systems, regulations and work documentation that lead to norms and 
routines of practices in their workplaces (e.g., Scott, 1971; Quinn and Cameron, 1983; 
Hanks and Chandler, 1994). Employees interact often for work, and perform toward their 
common objectives (Katz and Kahn, 1978). Being more hierarchical, resourceful and 
bureaucratic, these organisations enjoy an internal operation which is stable, efficient and 
decentralised (e.g., Greiner, 1972, 1998; Churchill and Lewis, 1983; Scott and Bruce, 
1987). However, the management style becomes conservative in the relatively rigid work 
environment, which can sacrifice innovation and flexibility in doing business (Kimberly, 
1979). In this view, the technical efficiency in operation and the political support in the 
workplace are increasingly emphasised by management among these firms to cultivate 
innovation and boost new growth (Smith et al., 1985). As such, longer-term planning is 
adopted, outside talents are strategically recruited, and a team/organisational culture is
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constituted (Scott, 1971; Galbraith, 1982). It is sensible to expect that the organisational 
level of workplace learning will be well considered a priority at this stage.
Discussion on Employees’ Perceptions of the Importance of Learning Practices
The study recognises that SME employees perceive the importance of learning 
practices at the four levels (that are available to them) in terms of how well the practices 
can help their work. In other words, no matter what learning practices or levels may be 
available in the workplace, SME employees will prioritise learning practices and make 
choices among them. Among the four levels, individual learning is most important in the 
SME workplace (Category B: the items B5 to B6 in Table 39).
The quantitative part of the study (via the LPQ) shows that SME employees 
perceive the 32 learning practices (if available in their organisation) differently in terms 
of the practices’ importance to their learning at work. This holds true whether the SMEs 
are at the same life-cycle stage or they are at different stages. While the study compares 
the importance of the levels of workplace learning between life-cycle stages through the 
one-way ANOVA, it should be noted that the individual level of workplace learning is 
ranked most important in the perceptions of SME employees at all life-cycle stages. 
Similarly, the qualitative part of the study (via the interviews) supports the view that the 
most common practices in SMEs also fall into the individual level of workplace learning 
across life-cycle stages. Employees’ learning practices are always individually driven or 
on the self-learning mode (even in the work team environment), job-related to be 
important to them, and readily available to save time.
The discussion about having different perceptions on the learning practices by 
SME employees can be supported by Illeris’s (2004) model of workplace learning, which 
stresses the close interaction between employees’ learning processes and their workplace 
conditions. Illeris (2004) believes that the outcomes (good or bad) of learning practices
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at work rely on the individual’s characteristics (e.g., personality, education, and work 
experience), the work situation (e.g., job types, workload, peer support, and career 
prospect), and the organisational culture. These factors are the change agents in the 
workplace that play to affect employees’ perceptions of the importance of learning 
practices to themselves at a given point in time -  individually and practically.
Illeris’s (2004) model of workplace learning is echoed by other literature which 
also points out the different employee perceptions on the learning practices’ effectiveness 
(important or not) due to the learning process (Fuller and Unwin, 2005), the changing 
work environment (Paloniemi, 2006), the workplace viewed as a learning environment or 
not (Coetzer, 2007), and the employees’ personal traits (Beitler and Mitlacher, 2007). It is 
seen that employees will judge/perceive the importance of learning practices differently 
on their personal account. There are multiple influences that vary employees’ perceptions, 
regardless of which life-cycle stage the firm is at.
The study finds that learning practices at the individual level are considered 
most important by SME employees. This can relate to two perspectives in the literature: 
(1) the characteristics of workplace learning, and (2) the limited resources in SMEs. The 
drive for workplace learning comes from the learner, who brings his/her own motivations 
and needs to learning, and it is essentially a personal activity (Ellstrom, 2001; Lee and 
Roth, 2006). In SMEs, informal learning is the core practice of workplace learning, 
which is a learner-centred approach that takes much individual effort (Marsick and 
Watkins, 2001; The National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER), 2009). 
SMEs favour informal learning because it is more economical and can practically meet 
the learner’s individual needs at work (e.g., Eraut, 2004; Skule, 2004; Ellinger and Cseh, 
2007; Marsick, 2009). Workplace learning is regarded by SMEs as a matter of fit and 
function between organisational needs and available resources through feasible learning 
practices (The Conference Board of Canada, 2009). SMEs tend to provide limited
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infrastructure and support to employees for learning due to resource constraints, leaving 
a challenge for them to have formal or “established” workplace learning solutions (e.g., 
Li et al., 2004; Boyadjieva and Petkova, 2005; Mako, 2005; Hoque and Bacon, 2006; 
Sam, 2007). It is widely accepted that individual learning by employees is a crucial 
knowledge factor for SME development (Ruiz-Mercader et al., 2006). As understood, 
these discussions emphasise workplace learning at the individual level -  especially in 
SMEs, and as this study shows, different life-cycle stages do not affect its importance.
Discussion on SMEs’ Uses of Learning Practices
SMEs have a varied nature in the use of learning practices -  including within 
the same learning level. Given 32 learning practices across four learning levels, the study 
finds that SMEs use them differently. Some practices are more popular while some are 
less used or even not used by SMEs. This holds true whether the SMEs are at the same 
life-cycle stage or they are at different stages. The interviews similarly reveal that SMEs’ 
approaches to workplace learning are varied and selective to necessarily align with their 
own business situations, available resources and time. They have different combinations 
of learning practices in the workplace (Category C: the item C7 in Table 39).
This finding (C7) can relate to much of the evidence in the literature. For 
example, workplace learning in SMEs can take many forms through action learning, 
problem solving, coaching and mentoring, performance feedback, social interaction, 
networking, self-directed study, personal trial and error, and observation (e.g., Gibb, 
1993; Leslie et al., 1998; Wenger, 1998; Livingstone, 2000; Cheetham and Chivers, 2001; 
Marsick and Watkins, 2001; Conlon, 2004; Eraut, 2004; Clarke et al., 2006; Ellinger and 
Cseh, 2007). Their learning practices truly vary due to the diversity of the SME sector, 
the nature of business, the management style, and the organisational differences in terms 
of resources, capabilities and the learning culture (e.g., Mazzarol, 2003; Sam, 2007;
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GPD, 2008b). Moreover, SMEs seek shorter-term yet effective solutions in operating 
their business, including developing their employees (e.g., Lawless et al., 2000; 
Birdthistle, 2006). It is quite normal that SMEs do not practise workplace learning in a 
systematic manner (e.g., Bartram, 2005; Coetzer, 2006). Instead, their learning 
approaches are much mobilised around work-related, informal, social and collective 
kinds within the CoP context (e.g., Fuller et ah, 2005; Jones and Macpherson, 2006; 
Mittendorflf et ah, 2006; CIPD, 2008b; Reynolds, 2009).
The study statistically finds that SMEs emphasise using both individual and 
inter-organisational levels of workplace learning across life-cycle stages. Moreover, 
SMEs at high-growth value and use more group learning than their peers at other stages. 
The organisational level of workplace learning is weak (if available) in all SMEs across 
life-cycle stages. However, this level of learning appears to increase importance and 
structure from inception, to high-growth, to maturity. The interviews lend support to 
these results. As noted, SME employees, at any life-cycle stage, often seek learning 
which is directly relevant to work and conveniently available for them -  within or out of 
their organisation. This makes their learning from customers, vendors and business 
partners a common and natural practice because of the needs at work (i.e., learning at the 
inter-organisational level). Similarly, individual learning is found to favour employees’ 
expectation in view of its efficiency, cost-effectiveness and practicality for work. In 
addition, SMEs at high-growth do more learning practices at the group level than SMEs 
at other stages. Examples are group discussions and work teams. Employees also discuss 
the least for learning practices at the organisational level because their workplaces do not 
have this level of learning or the organisational support is not sufficiently mature for its 
delivery (Category C: the items C8 to CIO in Table 39).
These findings (C8 to CIO) are echoed by the literature. As the individual level 
of learning is ranked most important in employees’ perceptions, they will consciously
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choose to use this learning level often in their workplaces (see the section “Discussion on 
Employees’ Perceptions of the Importance of Learning Practices” on p. 168). For the 
inter-organisational level of workplace learning, it is stated in the literature that SMEs 
like to leverage business networks for learning purpose (Matlay, 2004). The workplace 
learning community provided by ANTA (2003) addresses that business networks and 
partnerships serve as critical resources of workplace learning to help employees engage 
in business. Jones and Macpherson (2006) extend Crossan et ar/.’s (1999) 41 framework 
of organisational learning into their 51 framework by adding the inter-organisational level 
of learning for SMEs. Jones and Macpherson (2006) point out that given SMEs’ limited 
internal resources, these organisations are found to leverage external sources -  such as 
other SMEs, government, suppliers, and customers -  to facilitate their organisational 
learning for strategic renewal and growth. The 51 framework claims that networking is a 
common practice in SMEs, which is their philosophy of doing business and workplace 
learning in the marketplace. Jones and Macpherson’s (2006) discussion is supported by 
other research. For example, inter-firm learning is found to be positively associated with 
higher-growth small firms in the manufacturing sector (Sadler-Smith et ah, 2001). As 
most SMEs lack resources, they are used to look upon external sources to try to feed 
useful information and knowledge into their own workplaces (Holmqvist, 2003).
The organisational life cycle (OLC) theory indicates that SMEs at high-growth 
will particularly leverage the power of team resources and capabilities in the workplace 
due to business demands and time pressure. They therefore value and do more learning 
practices at the group level than SMEs at inception and maturity. By the same token, the 
theory justifies the scenario that SMEs do not easily consider the organisational level of 
workplace learning until they can do it with enough capacity (e.g., resources, capabilities, 
infrastructure, and support) during firm development. There are associations between 
firm characteristics, life-cycle stages, and learning levels (see the section “Discussion on
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the Relationships between Learning Levels and Life-Cycle Stages” on p. 165).
However, SMEs often face resource constraints, even when reaching the stage 
of maturity. The literature may help explain why the organisational level of workplace 
learning is weak in SMEs. First, SMEs use learning practices in a selective manner, 
which is subject to their firm capacity (e.g., Michelson and Kramar, 2003; Kotey and 
Folker, 2007; Sam, 2007; Kock et al., 2008) as well as how useful/effective they think 
the learning practices are to them for the business -  the idea of goal rationality 
(Nieuwenhuis and Van Woerkom, 2007). As such, informal learning is most welcomed 
by SMEs since it is highly job-related, problem-based, and can take place easily at the 
personal level (i.e., with less resource commitments) (e.g., Marsick and Volpe, 1999; 
Eraut, 2004; Ellinger and Cseh, 2007). Second, informal learning is always triggered by 
environmental factors (internal or external), and SMEs are sensitive to such triggers for 
their survival reason (Marsick and Watkins, 2001; Schindehutte and Morris, 2001). In 
other words, SMEs normally go by a “just-in-time” or “just enough” learning philosophy, 
as their business strategies are very much about seeking growth or survival from the 
short-term perspectives, making employee learning more ad-hoc and unstructured (e.g., 
Penn et al., 1998; Westhead and Storey, 1999; Lawless et al., 2000; Bartram, 2005).
ANSWERING THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS
The study is guided by four research questions (RQ-1 to RQ-4). This section 
provides the answers based on the overall results of the study, which bring new insights 
about the workplace learning practices in SMEs at different life-cycle stages. The mixed 
instrumentation in Phase II of the study -  the online Learning Practices Questionnaire 
(LPQ) and semi-structured interviews -  offers a balance of views on the findings from 
both quantitative and qualitative perspectives. However, it should be noted that the LPQ 
addresses only a portion of what the interviews cover in data collection, which is related
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to RQ-1 and RQ-3. Therefore, the following answers to RQ-1 and RQ-3 will take an 
integrative view from the quantitative and qualitative results, while RQ-2 and RQ-4 are 
answered with the qualitative results.
RQ-1 How do SME workplace learning practices differ between life-cycle stages?
The study finds that there are differences in the workplace learning practices by 
the Hong Kong SMEs in the sample between life-cycle stages. Below discuss 
how the differences occur.
From the statistical point of view, the one-way ANOVA and the subsequent post 
hoc tests reveal how SME workplace learning practices differ between inception, 
high-growth, and maturity, with the following conclusions (see Table 38, p. 159):
1. Individual level of workplace learning. The individual level of 
workplace learning differs significantly in SMEs between inception and 
high-growth as well as between inception and maturity. There is no 
significant difference in SMEs between high-growth and maturity on 
their individual level of workplace learning.
2. Group level of workplace learning. The group level of workplace 
learning differs significantly in SMEs between high-growth and maturity 
only. There are no significant differences in SMEs between inception and 
high-growth as well as between inception and maturity on their group 
level of workplace learning.
3. Organisational level of workplace learning. The organisational level of 
workplace learning differs significantly in SMEs between inception and 
high-growth as well as between inception and maturity. There is no 
significant difference in SMEs between high-growth and maturity on
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their organisational level of workplace learning.
4. Inter-organisational level of workplace learning. There is no 
significant difference between life-cycle stages on the inter-organisational 
level of workplace learning by SMEs.
In terms of descriptive statistics, the LPQ results show two observations of 
difference in the workplace learning practices between life-cycle stages:
1. Importance of practices. SME employees perceive the importance of 
learning practices in their workplaces differently, either within a 
life-cycle stage or across stages (see Tables 19 -  21, Appendix E).
2. Popularity of practices. SMEs use learning practices in their workplaces 
differently, either within a life-cycle stage or across stages (see Tables 
24 -  26, Appendix F).
From the interviews with 12 SMEs (4 at inception, 4 at high-growth and 4 at 
maturity), the researcher sought to understand the workplace learning practised 
by the interviewees at different life-cycle stages. The qualitative findings are 
found to support the quantitative results, as summarised below:
1. The most common practices in SMEs fall into the individual level of 
workplace learning across life-cycle stages. Interviewees’ learning 
practices are always individually driven or on the self-learning mode.
2. SMEs at high-growth do more practices at the group level of workplace 
learning than SMEs at other stages. Examples are group discussions and 
work teams.
3. Employees undertake fewer learning practices at the organisational level
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because their workplaces do not have this level of learning or the 
organisational support is not sufficiently mature for its delivery.
4. SMEs favour the inter-organisational level of workplace learning due to 
work requirements and direct benefits, regardless of life-cycles stages. 
They are always open to leverage learning resources, for example, from 
customers, vendors and business partners.
RQ-2 W hat are the common organisational factors that may explain the different 
workplace learning practices at different life-cycle stages?
During the interviews with the employees at each life-cycle stage, the researcher 
was told of multiple reasons about their different emphases/preferences on the 
learning practices from individual to inter-organisational levels. These different 
emphases/preferences are due to organisational considerations, and do not 
depend on different life-cycle stages. According to the synthesis from the 
findings of interviews (Category 2, p. 1 4 9 -1 5 1 ), the common organisational 
factors that explain SMEs’ different workplace learning practices, either within a 
life-cycle stage or at different stages, are:
1. Tight resources. It is found as their limitation. SMEs voice this issue to 
explain why they cannot adopt many learning practices as indicated in the 
LPQ. Both people and money are their business challenges all the time, 
which can never be easily accommodated.
2. Efficiency and effectiveness. This is one of their core beliefs. SMEs 
expect fast results in developing employees, including new employees. 
Moreover, they focus very much on job-related knowledge and skills, 
which will contribute to their current business. Their workplace learning
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agenda seems to be mostly on short-term targets.
3. Competition. It is found as their driving force -  a force for more variety 
of learning practices in the workplace to help employees be competitive, 
as specially noted in bigger SMEs. However, their learning is affected by 
tight resources in the organisation, and their practices (despite given more 
choices) still commonly go to individual learning, group discussions, 
on-the-job training, and/or seeking quick help from relevant people.
RQ-3 How important do SME employees view the workplace learning practices at 
different life-cycle stages?
Based on the magnitude of overall mean scores drawn from the LPQ results (see 
Table 37, p. 158), SME employees at each life-cycle stage have the following 
preference of importance for the four levels of workplace learning (as interpreted 
vertically from individual to inter-organisational in the table):
SMEs at inception: (1st) Individual; (2nd) Inter-organisational; (3rd) Group; 
and (4th) Organisational.
SMEs at high-growth: (1st) Individual; (2nd) Group; (3rd) Inter-organisational; 
and (4th) Organisational.
SMEs at maturity: (1st) Individual; (2nd) Inter-organisational; (3rd) Group; and 
(4th) Organisational.
As seen above -  statistically, the individual level of workplace learning is ranked 
most important in the perceptions of SME employees at all life-cycle stages.
To interpret Table 37 (p. 158) horizontally across life-cycle stages (i.e., from 
inception to maturity), four observations are also noted:
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1. SME employees at all life-cycle stages emphasise both individual and 
inter-organisational levels of learning in their workplaces (with relatively 
higher means).
2. SME employees at high-growth value more than their peers at other 
stages on the group level of workplace learning (with the highest mean).
3. Organisational level of workplace learning is weak in all SMEs across 
life-cycle stages (with relatively lower means).
4. Organisational level of workplace learning in SMEs appears to increase 
importance (with increasing means) from inception, to high-growth, to 
maturity.
Moreover, Table 38 on p. 159 shows the results of the one-way ANOVA, with 
the following specific significances (of importance) found:
1. Individual level of workplace learning is more important at inception 
than it is at other life-cycle stages (high-growth and maturity).
2. Group level of workplace learning is more important at high-growth than 
it is at maturity.
3. Organisational level of workplace learning is more important at 
high-growth than it is at inception.
4. Organisational level of workplace learning is more important at maturity 
than it is at inception.
The one-way ANOVA indicates that the workplace learning practices at the 
inter-organisational level is considered the same in importance by SME 
employees across the three life-cycle stages.
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In terms of descriptive statistics, while the LPQ presents 32 learning practices at 
the four levels of workplace learning, SME employees perceive the importance 
of these practices differently to their learning at work (see Tables 1 9 - 2 1  in 
Appendix E and Tables 22 -  23 on p. 132). As an example, among the most 
important practices (the top 5), on-the-job training is ranked the first across 
life-cycle stages. Asking a colleague and self-study of company documentation 
are commonly important at all stages. In contrast, among the least important 
practices (the bottom 5), engaging in online forums, networking with other 
organisations in the same industry, and job rotation in-house are commonly 
viewed as least important across stages.
The interviews took from the qualitative perspective to gain insights about how 
important SME employees at different life-cycle stages view the workplace 
learning practices for their work. While they make choices among the available 
learning practices in their workplaces, practising workplace learning is claimed 
to be important in general. After the synthesis by the researcher (Category 3, p. 
151 -  154), the common viewpoints from interviewees across life-cycle stages 
are:
1. Needs at work. Most employees reported that they practise learning at 
work when there is a need. Workplace learning is highly appreciated in 
their opinions because it builds their confidence and job satisfaction. 
Although the choice of practices is limited, many are most practical and 
critical to fill their needs on the job.
2. Just-in-time. Many SME employees value quicker results from their 
learning practices. They see it very important because of the mixed job
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roles they play which are tedious and the time to complete multiple tasks 
which is short.
3. “Simple is nice” . Many employees agreed that they are aware of the 
practices in the LPQ. However, they feel that their limited learning 
practices work pretty well to them. In their training and learning, 
colleagues are always “keener to teach” each other in the workplace -  
even though they know they are busy! Other practices may be 
“good-to-have”, but the current ones are effectively nice.
Moreover, SME employees at high-growth added the importance of networking 
during their practices of workplace learning using work teams, group discussions 
and/or team coaching to foster closer relationships among colleagues. To this 
end, people become more outspoken and supportive at work. Networking grows 
beyond the office with business partners, customers and sometimes other 
business contacts. The situation will fill the organisation with more market 
intelligence, discovery and innovation.
SME employees at maturity also suggested more workplace learning in their 
personal development around the transferable competencies for career such as 
soft skills and professional qualifications.
RQ-4 Do the workplace learning practices become more structured with firm 
growth? If  so, how?
There seems to be a trend that workplace learning practices become more 
structured with firm growth. According to the synthesis from the findings of
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interviews (Category 4, p. 154 -  155), the delivery and organisational support in 
learning practices at different life-cycle stages are increasingly “active”, team 
leveraged, and systematic (with more central control):
1. “Passive” resources (SMEs at inception). Many employees claimed 
that the delivery of learning practices is all managed by themselves from 
seeking to learning. The support from their organisation is limited to the 
environment of available resources (e.g., people, documentation, and 
facilities) for them. This environment is “passive”; in other words, if an 
employee does not make use of it for own learning, no learning is 
actually delivered.
2. Strategic team learning (SMEs at high-growth). SMEs at this stage 
support relatively more learning practices at the group level. Their 
approach is around leveraging people’s capabilities and innovation for the 
strategic benefits of their business. More managers act as team trainers in 
delivery.
3. Semi-systematic (SMEs at maturity). SMEs at this stage are trying to 
systematise HR practices, but most practices are at an immature status. 
For example, they have dedicated personnel in training and development 
(often a part-time role or the staff’s secondary responsibility though), and 
employee learning is “practically” recognised and recorded in a system 
for formal appraisal use. It is seen that organisational support is framed to 
exist, but it is very much administrative. A systematic (or strategic) 
roadmap of offering a variety of learning programmes for developing 
different employees is weak or missing.
However, as SMEs are also concerned about their limited resources and the fact
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that other levels of learning (individual, group, and inter-organisational) are 
effective and valued by their employees, the pace of establishing a structured 
system for learning practices at the organisational level is rather slow.
NEW QUESTIONS AHEAD
From discussing the study’s results with the literature to answering the research 
questions, more thoughts are triggered toward how future research can be conducted 
about the workplace learning practices in organisations at different life-cycle stages. 
These new questions can be grouped into four areas:
The size/nature of sampling:
1. As this case study uses theoretical sampling to select the sample, will similar 
results be obtained if random sampling is used and the sample size is increased?
2. Instead of having multiple sectors in the sample, will there be new perspectives if 
the researcher just targets the SMEs within the same sector?
3. Will there be new perspectives if the researcher focuses the case study on a few 
SMEs only over a long period of time when these firms are advancing from one 
life-cycle stage to the other?
The locations of SMEs:
1. As this study is about Hong Kong SMEs only, it will be meaningful to repeat the 
same study for SMEs in other locations. Will there be any differences when the 
results from multiple locations are compared?
The types of organisations:
1. As this study is about SMEs only, it will be meaningful to repeat the same study 
for large multinationals and public organisations in Hong Kong. Will there be any 
differences when the results from multiple types of organisations are compared?
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The scope of the 51 framework:
1. Jones and Macpherson’s (2006) 51 framework includes discussion about the four 
learning levels and the 51 process -  and they are related. This study only connects 
the learning levels with the life-cycle stages. What is the relationship between the 
51 process and the life-cycle stages as well?
As seen, these new questions help develop the future agenda in research, which will be 
discussed further in the section “Suggestions for Future Research” in Chapter 7.
CHAPTER SUMMARY
This chapter discusses the overall results of the study with the literature. There 
are 10 noticeable findings in 3 categories -  (1) the relationships between learning levels 
and life-cycle stages in SMEs, (2) the employees’ perceptions of the importance of their 
learning practices, and (3) SMEs’ uses of the learning practices. The literature can relate 
to these findings well. It is noted that there are differential relationships between the four 
levels of workplace learning and the three life-cycle stages in SMEs due to the different 
firm characteristics at each stage. SME employees perceive their learning practices in the 
workplace differently. Their choices are strongly linked to how effective the practice will 
be for work or how convenient it is for them to practise at work. Likewise, SMEs use the 
learning practices differently. Some practices are more popular than the others, and some 
are not used at all. The resource constraints, different business conditions, and the varied 
nature in SMEs normally relate to the situation. The four research questions of the study 
are answered, and new questions are suggested for future research. The next chapter will 
streamline the overall results to highlight the major findings and contributions of this 
study.
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CHAPTER 7 
CONCLUSIONS
This final chapter consists of three major sections, serving as the conclusions 
of the study. The first section addresses the theoretical contributions of the study, in 
which the conceptual framework is re-visited and revised, and the four major findings 
are discussed with reference to the literature. The practical implications that the study 
brings to SME owner/managers follow in the next section. The chapter ends with the 
limitations of the study and suggestions for future research.
THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS
The study attempts to connect the workplace learning practices in SMEs and 
the organisational life cycle theory. Little is known about this connection in the literature. 
Previous research shows that organisations act upon their available resources and internal 
capabilities to run businesses (e.g., Barney et ah, 2001; Dess et ah, 2010) in the face of 
the environmental pressures from globalisation, competition, technological advancement 
and the knowledge economy (e.g., Thoumrungroje and Tansuhaj, 2007; Dibrell et ah, 
2008). During the firm’s growth (say from inception to maturity), the internal resources 
of the firm should favourably increase (e.g., Smith et ah, 1985; Scott and Bruce, 1987; 
Kazanjian and Drazin, 1990), and workplace learning can be seen as important to 
develop the capabilities of the firm (e.g., Senge, 1990, 1993; Chetty and Campbell-Hunt, 
2003; CIPD, 2008b). Although SMEs take learning as an important strategy to build their 
capacity to compete (e.g., Graham and Nafukho, 2007; Bradshaw et ah, 2008), they can 
often be ill equipped to cope with it effectively due to resource/cost issues (Matthews, 
2007). There is an association to consider between the life-cycle stage that the SME is at, 
and how the SME practises workplace learning with the use of the internal resources and 
capabilities it possesses. It has special implications for SME growth and survival.
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The study is guided by a conceptual framework, with four hypotheses derived 
for testing (see Chapter 4, p. 98 -  100). It draws on the 51 framework (Jones and 
Macpherson, 2006) for the four levels of learning in the SME workplace and the OLC 
framework (Smith et al., 1985) for the three life-cycle stages that are common to 
growing organisations. The four levels of learning in SMEs are individual, group, 
organisational, and inter-organisational (Jones and Macpherson, 2006). The three 
common life-cycle stages are inception, high-growth, and maturity (Smith et al., 1985). 
Figure 14 below recaps the conceptual framework of the study before research.
Individual Group
Inter-
Organisational Organisational
Intuiting
Individual Interpreting
Group IntegratingBefore
Research
Organisational Intertwining
Inter-
Organisational
External Sources
Inception
High-Growth
Maturity
Inception High-Growth Maturity
Figure 14: The conceptual framework of the study before research (previously presented as Figure 10
in Chapter 4)
Jones and Macpherson (2006) suggest that SMEs practise individual, group, 
organisational, and inter-organisational levels of learning in their workplaces, but there is 
no mention about the different degrees of usages between these four levels of learning at
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certain points in time. As said earlier, SMEs will possibly put different emphasis on 
practising these learning levels due to variations in resources and capabilities during their 
development. The idea of life-cycle stages carrying different stage characteristics in 
firms (Smith et ah, 1985) is therefore integrated into Jones and Macpherson’s (2006) 51 
framework to try to differentiate the use of these learning levels in SMEs at different 
stages.
The study prepared a sample of 30 Hong Kong SMEs at different life-cycle 
stages (11 at inception, 10 at high-growth, and 9 at maturity) to compare their current 
learning practices and examine their specific issues/opinions about workplace learning. 
Data were collected using a mixed methods design through the online Learning Practices 
Questionnaire (LPQ) and semi-structured interviews. Both quantitative and qualitative 
findings lent support to each other. Further to the overall results of the study (10 items in 
3 categories) as discussed in Chapter 6, four major findings critically emerge, as shown 
in Table 40 below.
Table 40: The four major findings o f the study
Item Description of the M ajor Findings
1 The individual level of workplace learning is important at all life-cycle 
stages but most important at inception.
2 The group level of workplace learning is more important at high-growth 
than it is at maturity.
3 The organisational level of workplace learning is more important at 
high-growth and maturity than it is at inception.
4 The inter-organisational level of workplace learning is high at all life-cycle 
stages and there is no significant difference between stages.
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Given the major findings, the conceptual framework of the study is revised 
accordingly (Figure 15).
Individual Group
Inter-
Organisational Organisational
FEED-FORWARD
Intuiting
Individual Interpreting
Group IntegratingAfter
Research
Intertwining
External Sources
Inception High-Growth High-Growth Inception
Maturity High-Growth 
Maturity
Inception
High-Growth
High-Growth
Maturity
Inception
High-Growth
Maturity
Figure 15: The conceptual framework o f the study after research
The revised framework presents that there are significant differences in the workplace 
learning practices by SMEs at different life-cycle stages. As can be interpreted, first, the 
individual level of learning is most important in SMEs at inception [Individual vs. 
Inception in Figure 15]. Second, the group level of learning is more important in SMEs 
at high-growth than it is at maturity [Group vs. High-Growth]. Third, the organisational 
level of learning is more important in SMEs at high-growth and maturity than it is at 
inception [Organisational vs. High-Growth/Maturity]. Fourth, the inter-organisational 
level of learning is high at all life-cycle stages although there is no significant difference 
between stages [Inter-organisational vs. Inception/High-Growth/Maturity]. In this light, 
each life-cycle stage is constituted with different emphasis of using learning levels.
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Major Finding 1: The individual level of workplace learning is important at all
life-cycle stages but most important at inception.
The finding is consistent with the literature, suggesting that the individual level 
of workplace learning is common and important to SMEs. It reveals the fact that SMEs 
are concerned with resource allocation in their business. They take priorities in using 
their available resources and are selective among “choices” for business practices. It is 
widely recognised that SMEs are bounded to their tight internal resources (e.g., Anderson 
and Boocock, 2002; Matthews, 2007; Sam, 2007; Bradshaw et ah, 2008), and they 
practise individual learning since it requires less resource commitments (CIPD, 2008b).
In view of SME growth, this finding confirms that SMEs prefer practices with 
high levels of practicality and efficiency. As noted, SMEs are aggressive for their market 
niche development to stay ahead of competition and to safeguard survival (Graham and 
Nafukho, 2007) through business practices that can drive faster results (Petts et ah, 1998). 
This mindset for efficiency in SMEs tends to promote the practice of individual learning 
which is efficient and direct to work-related issues and personal needs (Hoque and Bacon, 
2006; CIPD, 2008b).
The extensive discussion that informal learning is the core practice in SMEs 
accounts for the importance of individual learning since informal learning is itself 
learner-focused in the process (e.g., Marsick and Watkins, 2001; Ellinger and Cseh, 2007; 
Marsick, 2009; NCVER, 2009). Ruiz-Mercader et ah (2006) stress that individual 
learning is a crucial knowledge factor in the SME workplace, as learning is initiated at 
the individual level there. Gold, Thorpe, Woodall and Sadler-Smith (2007) discuss the 
practice-based nature of learning among legal professionals, in which their individual 
learning efforts -  being informal and spontaneous -  is derived much from “hot” actions 
at work.
What is new about the finding compared to the literature is that the individual
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level of learning is more important in SMEs at inception than it is at high-growth and 
maturity. This could be due to the different firm characteristics at different life-cycle 
stages (Smith et al., 1985). In the organisational life cycle theory, SMEs at inception are 
at the early stage of business with little resources, unstructured operations and unplanned 
decision making style (Churchill and Lewis, 1983; Scott and Bruce, 1987; Dodge and 
Robbins, 1992; Hanks et ah, 1993). Coordination among staff is weak since the internal 
structure of the firm does not exist to support team-related activities (Galbraith, 1982; 
Quinn and Cameron, 1983). The workplace is more ad-hoc in nature and relies much on 
employees’ individual practices/initiatives at work, including workplace learning.
Major Finding 2: The group level of workplace learning is more important at
high-growth than it is at maturity.
This finding has important implications that SMEs at high-growth practise 
more group learning in their workplaces. It is in line with the literature that discusses 
group learning in driving innovation and firm performance. For innovation, the ANTA 
(2003) points out that SMEs should develop their innovative capacity to secure business 
growth through workplace learning, in which group learning plays a critical role in 
leveraging knowledge in the “metacognitive” way (Munby, Versnel, Hutchinson, Chin 
and Berg, 2003) and achieving the so-called innovative learning (Fenwick, 2003; Hoeve 
and Nieuwenhuis, 2006). SMEs practise action learning about work, being viewed as a 
method of group learning for solving business problems and sharing knowledge (Revans, 
1982; CIPD, 2009) as well as for developing innovation (ENSR, 2002; Clifford and 
Thorpe, 2007).
In terms of business performance, the finding asserts a workplace situation that 
SMEs at high-growth use more self-directed work teams and group discussions at work 
to leverage/boost individual learning and to manage job results. Ashton and Sung (2002)
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discuss the notion of high performance work organisation (HPWO), which is driven by 
the concepts of learning organisation and organisational learning. Watkins and Marsick 
(1993) and Denton (1998) state a major characteristic of the learning organisation, where 
employees are encouraged for team learning and sharing of learning at work. While the 
HPWO may not be fully applicable to SMEs due to their limited resources, it indicates 
the importance of learning at the group and organisational levels for increasing firm 
performance. Jones and Macpherson (2006) refine the 41 framework of organisational 
learning proposed by Crossan et al. (1999) into their 51 version to suit the SME context. 
The group level of learning is among the four levels of learning (individual, group, 
organisational, and inter-organisational) in the framework that SMEs would use.
In the OLC theory, SMEs at high-growth undertake an overall coordination 
change, where work processes become moderately formal and systematic that may cross 
among employees in team settings (Smith et ah, 1985). The firm may grow rapidly, as 
trained professionals/managers are hired to help share the leadership role in managing 
the increased complexity of the firm that is dominated with “problems” (e.g., Kazanjian, 
1988; Kazanjian and Drazin, 1989, 1990; Hanks et al., 1993). In that sense, it has also 
been discussed that training and learning is in great demand at high-growth, along with 
formalised staff development to be expected in such workplaces (Rutherford et al., 2003). 
As seen, while group learning is important in general and training and learning is valued 
at high-growth, this finding specifies further that choosing group learning is particularly 
critical when the firm enters high-growth.
Major Finding 3: The organisational level of workplace learning is more
important at high-growth and maturity than it is at inception.
This finding supports the literature that the organisational level of learning is 
considered important in SMEs at high-growth and maturity. The gradual development of
190
importance in the workplace learning practices toward the group and organisational 
levels reflects the case that SMEs are advancing internally from inception to maturity 
with new systems, structures and learning climate (e.g., Hanks and Chandler, 1994; 
Anderson and Boocock, 2002; Coetzer and Perry, 2008). Their workplaces become more 
decentralised, with increasing resources and support possibly from work teams (ENSR, 
2002; Clifford and Thorpe, 2007), HRD-related services (Birdthistle, 2006; Kotey and 
Folker, 2007) and/or the communities of practice (CoP) (e.g., Mittendorff et al.9 2006; 
Ellinger and Cseh, 2007; Beesley and Cooper, 2008; Reynolds, 2009) during the later 
stages of growth.
The finding supports the notion that SMEs at high-growth and maturity are 
eager to look at the benefits of organisational learning to meet their business needs in the 
increasingly complex workplace. As understood, their dilemma between firm 
productivity and limited resources exists. There are empirical studies discussing the 
importance of organisational learning through the use of work systems (such as 
management information systems, team and quality-control systems) to improve the 
workplace efficiency and effectiveness, regardless of the firm size (Michie and Sheehan, 
1999; Osterman, 2006). However, it would be a debate whether smaller SMEs (at 
inception) can do so when their internal resources and structures are much weaker. 
Ruiz-Mercader et ah (2006) echo that extending the essentials of individual learning to 
the context of organisational learning is important, in which SME employees should 
learn together on a social contract to achieve higher-level, collective goals for the 
organisation. Again, there is no discussion about when to do at what growth stages this is 
possible.
Moreover, strategic renewal is central to every successful SME moving into 
maturity, the formal/routinized practices of organisational learning should need to 
become vital at that moment for value creation in the business (Feldman and Rafaeli,
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2002; Jones and Macpherson, 2006; Phelps et al., 2007). Jones and Macpherson (2006) 
describe the dynamics of organisational learning in their 51 framework, in which the 
organisational level of learning is one of the learning levels that SMEs would use. While 
organisational learning is deemed important, this finding of the study contributes to the 
literature by differentiating specifically how SMEs would perceive the importance of 
organisational learning between inception, high-growth, and maturity.
Major Finding 4: The inter-organisational level of workplace learning is high at
all life-cycle stages and there is no significant difference between stages.
This finding suggests that the inter-organisational level of learning is common 
and important to SMEs across inception, high-growth and maturity. It is an all-time 
learning practice for SMEs of any sizes. The finding is consistent with previous studies. 
For example, in a study by Sadler-Smith et ah (2001), inter-firm learning is found to be 
positively associated with higher-growth small firms in the manufacturing sector. 
Holmqvist (2003) and Matlay (2004) point out that SMEs leverage business networks for 
obtaining useful information they need. Networking is regarded as a common learning 
strategy in SMEs, given their lack of internal resources for training and development 
(Mako, 2005; Hoque and Bacon, 2006; CIPD, 2008b). In micro businesses, their learning 
environment is intervened with outside parties called network agents and non-network 
agents, as discussed by Devins, Gold, Johnson and Holden (2005).
The finding leads to a belief that inter-organisational learning is specially used 
by SMEs as a management tool -  not simply a learning practice. The ANTA (2003) 
provides a view of the workplace learning community, in which business networks and 
partnerships are critical resources of workplace learning to be managed by employees to 
help complete their learning cycles at work. The 51 framework of organisational learning 
(Jones and Macpherson, 2006) includes the practice of inter-organisational learning by
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SMEs. SMEs opt to leverage external sources -  such as business partners, suppliers, 
customers, trade associations, and other SMEs -  to facilitate their learning to achieve 
strategic renewal and firm growth (Jones and Macpherson, 2006). The 51 framework 
uncovers the common practice of networking in SMEs’ philosophy of doing business 
(and workplace learning), as supported by other research as well (e.g., Akkerman et ah, 
2008; Beesley and Cooper, 2008; Fenwick, 2008a, 2008b; Reynolds, 2009). Petruzzellis 
and Gurrieri (2008) also claim that business networks, such as connections with firms in 
other countries, help some SMEs expand their operations successfully to overseas.
In the OLC literature, Phelps et al. (2007) discuss a non-linear “state” (not 
stage) framework for any sizes of firms, governed by tipping points and the absorptive 
capacity of the firm to enable continuous growth. The absorptive capacity of the firm, as 
defined by this framework, is run on network building with external parties, from which 
business knowledge is constructed. On the other hand, there are no linear stage models 
that discuss learning practices with networking in the literature. It is worth noting that 
while inter-organisational learning is high (important) in SMEs at all life-cycle stages, 
this finding of the study also contributes to the knowledge that its practices in SMEs may 
not be associated with the different firm characteristics between life-cycle stages. That is, 
inter-organisational learning is practised in SMEs no matter which stage the firm is at.
PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS
The four major findings of the study also provide insights for practice to SME 
owner/managers. A concluding message is that the levels of workplace learning practised 
by SMEs are varied in importance between life-cycle stages (except inter-organisational 
learning). The differences (and similarities) found from the study can have the following 
implications that SME practitioners should consider in order to promote better workplace 
learning among employees and firm growth.
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The Competitiveness of the Firm
In practising workplace learning, SME owner/managers should understand the 
effect of different practices on the firm’s competitiveness -  which may imply how well 
the firm can grow. Two aspects are noted. First, there are different organisational 
problems and concerns to be learnt and resolved at different life-cycle stages (Kazanjian, 
1988; Kazanjian and Drazin, 1989, 1990). Owner/managers should do regular 
assessments on whether their learning strategies/solutions are effectively responding to 
the problems and concerns they face at a particular stage. Failure to learn properly 
among employees could decrease firm competitiveness. Second, Jones and Macpherson’s 
(2006) 51 framework states the dynamics of SME workplace learning at four learning 
levels (individual, group, organisational, and inter-organisational) through the 51 process 
(intuition, interpretation, integration, institutionalization, and intertwining). There are a 
“feed-forward” learning process (individual-group-organisational-inter-organisational) 
and a feedback” learning process (inter-organisational-organisational-group-individual), 
forming a complete cycle in which the 5Is take place (see Figure 15, p. 187). In other 
words, employees drive new learning that makes their firm “learn”, and what has been 
learnt with the firm is also fed back to affect how these employees think and act (or learn) 
next time. Having said that, if a certain level of learning is not practised, certain “I” 
cannot exist and the learning cycle is disconnected in the workplace. This could hinder 
the learning effectiveness of the firm and decrease firm competitiveness. Therefore, 
owner/managers should note which level of learning they use more and which level of 
learning they use less. To this end, they need to balance their learning practices at all four 
levels as possible to make the 51s happen.
Individual Learning at Inception
The study finds that individual learning is most important in SMEs at inception. 
If the firm is at this stage, owner/managers may put effort on recruitment and selection to
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consider new employees who show a passion for self-learning, strong initiatives to tasks, 
and can be independent at work. These personal attributes can help individual learning be 
“active”. For existing employees, it will be good to provide them with enough time for 
learning, as individual learning is valued at this stage when the organisational resources 
are particularly tight. It is important to encourage learning and support learning among 
individual empolyees. Staff coordination is therefore necessary, although most firms at 
this stage is weak in internal structure (Galbraith, 1982; Quinn and Cameron, 1983). This 
way individual learning can be efficiently promoted and practised in the workplace. 
Group Learning at High-Growth
This study finds that group learning is more important in SMEs at high-growth. 
If the firm is at this stage, owner/managers should manage their internal resources more 
proactively to support the increasing demands for employee learning. They may leverage 
work teams and group discussions to achieve idea sharing and problem solving at work. 
A learning culture in the workplace is worth building. Management should take the lead 
in group learning activities. Firm innovation should be promoted, and being innovative is 
SMEs’ survival niche in competition (OECD, 1997; Matthews, 2002; ANTA, 2003). It is 
accepted that workplace learning can increase the innovative capacity of the firm (OECD, 
1997), and it is especially effective in the small-group atmosphere (Fenwick, 2003). 
Hence, it is time to encourage group learning when the firm needs the innovative 
capacity to grow competitively at high-growth. Moreover, group learning can cultivate a 
learning drive in employees that motivates them to practise learning through networking 
with outside stakeholders (e.g., other SMEs, business partners, vendors, and customers). 
This boosts inter-organisational learning to benefit the overall strength of the firm. 
Organisational Learning at High-Growth and M aturity
The study finds that organisational learning is more important in SMEs at both 
high-growth and maturity. It is necessary to extend group learning to make the practice
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of organisational learning available. Owner/managers should develop internal resources 
for more structural support, for example, using standardised work tools and systems in 
the workplace -  such as the intranet, management information systems, and a common 
groupware for knowledge sharing. They should keep strengthening the learning culture 
and sharing of employee learning at work. It will be time to seriously dedicate someone 
to manage employee learning. More efforts may be taken into the personnel development 
programmes when the firm becomes mature. This can promote a sense of “employment 
security” for the employees in the firm (Dany, 2003). If certain systems have been in 
place for personnel use, a systematic (or strategic) roadmap of offering a variety of 
learning programmes for developing different employees should be encouraged. 
Inter-Organisational Learning at Inception, High-Growth and Maturity
The study finds that inter-organisational learning is practised frequently in all 
SMEs across life-cycle stages. This suggests that owner/managers should support their 
employees to become members with some professional bodies which are related to work, 
and let them expand their business horizons through networking. Similarly, management 
may arrange networking opportunities to allow more employees to be able to work with 
business stakeholders such as business partners, vendors and customers, as well as to 
attend seminars and relevant exhibitions to meet new people in the same industry. It 
seems that inter-organisational learning is a unique practice in SMEs -  whether it is 
considered as a learning solution or as an entrepreneurial strategy -  it is important to be 
cultivated.
LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY
This study has four limitations that should be noted. First, the sample size is 
small since it is a case study, which takes higher priority for deriving insights than 
seeking generalisations from its findings (Patton, 2002; Yin, 2003). In other words, while
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extra care has been taken in the research methodology to ensure validity and reliability -  
such as replication through use of multiple cases, the mixed methods design (quantitative 
and qualitative) in data collection, and the snowball sampling in interviews, the study can 
provide “analytic generalisation” but not “statistical generalisation” (Yin, 2003). Second, 
the study is about SMEs in Hong Kong only. While the distribution of SMEs in the small 
sample resembles the actual distribution of SMEs in Hong Kong for representativeness, 
the study is location specific. Third, although the results for these SMEs in the sample 
are important in their own right, caution should be taken in generalising the results to 
multinational corporations (MNCs) or even other SMEs which are truly varied (CIPD, 
2008b). Fourth, the study is limited to a specific discussion in the 51 framework by Jones 
and Macpherson (2006) around the levels of learning. In fact, their 51 framework also 
includes discussions about the organisational learning in SMEs from other perspectives -  
for example, the 51 process of intuition, interpretation, integration, institutionalization, 
and intertwining. This 51 process explains how organisational learning takes place in the 
SME workplace, in which knowledge is necessarily developed from one level of learning 
to the other through the 51s in a loop manner. The flow implies that the 51 process should 
not be disconnected for successful organisational learning. The 51s are associated with 
the levels of learning. However, the current study does not consider the 51 process.
SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH
In line with the limitations stated above, four directions for future research are 
suggested. First, given that this case study uses a sample of 30 SMEs, more studies with 
larger sample sizes and random surveys will be useful to offer comparative statistics to 
enrich the current findings. As such, making generalizations may be possible. While the 
sample of this study represents the actual distribution of SMEs in Hong Kong, the 
researcher may find it helpful to explore one sector at a time to understand how
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workplace learning is practised by SMEs at different life-cycle stages within the same 
sector. Moreover, the researcher may focus on a few SMEs only over a long period of 
time when these firms themselves are advancing from one life-cycle stage to the other. 
Such studies with different nature of sampling can bring additional insights to the current 
findings. Second, further to this study about Hong Kong SMEs, similar studies for SMEs 
beyond Hong Kong will be fruitful, given the different social-cultural and demographic 
factors in different countries that likely affect the ways how learning is perceived and 
approached in the workplace. Third, this study is about SMEs; therefore, it will be 
helpful to extend similar research to multinational corporations (MNCs) in Hong Kong. 
The government bodies and other non-private organisations may also be targeted. The 
contrasts between results should make better understanding about the workplace learning 
practices in organisations at different life-cycle stages. Fourth, further examination on 
the dynamics of the 51 process within the 51 framework by Jones and Macpherson (2006) 
should be valued -  for example, the connection between these 5Is and the life-cycle 
stages. Will the results be similar to what this study has found between the four levels of 
learning and the life-cycle stages? Will the different emphasis on using the learning 
levels at different stages “interrupt” the 51 process in the workplace? If this is done, a 
fuller picture about the organisational learning in SMEs can be sought, with validation 
between the results.
CHAPTER SUMMARY
This concluding chapter discusses the four major findings with the literature, 
which are considered the new contributions of the study. The study connects workplace 
learning practices and organisational life cycle to establish their relationships that the 
literature has not yet discussed. Thirty Hong Kong SMEs are examined in terms of their 
workplace learning practices at different life-cycle stages. It is found that (1) the
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individual level of workplace learning is important at all life-cycle stages but most 
important at inception; (2) the group level of workplace learning is more important at 
high-growth than it is at maturity; (3) the organisational level of workplace learning is 
more important at high-growth and maturity than it is at inception; and (4) the 
inter-organisational level of workplace learning is high at all life-cycle stages and there is 
no significant difference between stages. The conceptual framework of the study -  drawn 
from the 51 framework by Jones and Macpherson (2006) -  is re-visited and revised 
accordingly. The practical implications that this study brings to SME owner/managers 
are reflected. As the learning levels practised by SMEs are varied in importance (except 
the inter-organisational level) and are associated with which life-cycle stage the firm is at, 
it is suggested that owner/managers should proactively develop the learning practices at 
appropriate levels for their employees in the workplace to promote firm competitiveness. 
In the end, the limitations of the study are noted, and the new research directions 
following this study are also suggested.
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APPENDIX A
UNIVERSITY OF SURREY____________________________________
The Surrey Business School 
Guildford, Surrey GU2 7XH
UK
30th June, 2011
Re: Seeking Support for PhD Research
Dear Owner/Managers,
My name is Steven Tam, a PhD student at the University of Surrey in UK and an instructor at the 
City University of Hong Kong. Through a student of mine who is working in your organisation 
as a full-time employee, I am able to reach you and would like to seek your kind help to allow 
me to conduct data collection in your organisation for my research.
My research is about workplace learning practices in SMEs at different life-cycle (growth) stages. 
There will be a paper questionnaire for you to complete (15 minutes), which is about identifying 
the life-cycle stage of your organisation. There will also be an online learning questionnaire for 
all the employees (30 minutes) as well as one-on-one interviews (75 minutes) with different 
employees, both of which focus on exploring the current practices of workplace learning in your 
organisation.
All the information collected will not be sensitive data to a participant or to the organisation. You 
will be assured of confidentiality. Participation is voluntary.
Please kindly reply within 5 working days to the person who passes this letter to you. If you 
agree to participate, I shall then provide him/her with the paper questionnaire, the link for the 
online questionnaire, and other information that you may need about my research.
Thank you very much for your support.
Yours faithfully,
Steven Tam
City University of Hong Kong 
Tel: 3442 8567
Email: mg.steven@,citvu.edu.hk
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THE ORGANISATIONAL LIFE CYCLE (OLC) QUESTIONNAIRE
Instructions
1. This questionnaire determines the organisational life cycle (i.e., growth stage) of the firm.
2. It should be filled out by an employee who is familiar with the operations/management of the firm 
(e.g., the SME owner, a senior manager, or an experienced employee who has worked there for 
considerable years).
3. It consists of two sections:
A. Demographic information about your organisation, and
B. Information about your organisation's structure and work processes.
4. Section A has 3 questions (A1-A3) and Section B has 10 questions (B1-B10). Please choose the best 
answers that describe your organisation.
5. All the information will be strictly confidential and only for the purpose of the researcher's PhD study. 
The names of organisations and respondents will be anonymous.
Thank you very much for your time to fill out the questionnaire.
Section A: Demographic information about your organisation
Please answer all the questions in this section.
A l. Please print the name of your organisation in the space below:
Note: The name o f your organisation is kept anonymous; it is just used fo r data-processing purpose.
A2. Please specify the size of your organisation in the space below:
___________ employees
A3. What industry is your organisation in?
APPENDIX B
Industry:
D Construction; 
Electricity, Gas and 
Waste Management; 
and Mining and 
Quarrying 
D Manufacturing
Services:
0  Accommodation and 
Food Services 
0  Financing and 
Insurance 
0  Import/Export Trade 
and Wholesale
D  Information and 
Communications 
D  Professional and 
Business Services 
D Real Estate
D  Retail
0  Social and Personal 
Services 
D Transportation, 
Storage, Postal and 
Courier Services
Source: The distribution of SMEs in Hong Kong, 2011. www.success. tid. aov.hk
Please proceed to Section B on next page 
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Section B: Inform ation about your organisation's structure and w ork  processes
The following ten questions ask about your organisation's structure and work processes in your workplace. 
Please indicate which best describes your organisation. There is no right or wrong answer. If any question 
does not apply to your organisation, please leave it blank. BIO is compulsory.
B l. To what extent is your organisation's structure informal or formal?
□  Informal. The structure is not clearly defined and is flexible. There are few, if any, formal policies.
D  Parts of the organisation are structured; others are not.
0  Formal. There is an established hierarchy, levels of management, policies and procedures, clear roles and 
responsibilities.
B2. To what extent are decisions made through a chain of command?
0  Little, or not effective chain of command.
□  Sometimes, depends on the situation.
□  Always, or almost always.
B3. Which best describes the degree to which the authority in your organisation is centralised or 
decentralised?
D  Centralised. Authority exists with leadership and their immediate peers.
0  Some is centralised and some is decentralised.
□  Decentralised. Many people, divisions or departments have the authority to make major decisions.
B4. Which best describes the communication style within your organisation?
□  Informal. Communication style is friendly/family like atmosphere.
□  Sometimes it is formal, other times it is not.
D  Formal. Information is primarily communicated through established channels.
B5. Which best describes your organisation's reward system (e.g., pay raises, promotions, bonuses, etc.)?
0  Subjective/no structure. There are few established guidelines or policies for the administration of the 
reward system.
0  Currently putting a structured reward system in place, or some aspects of the reward system are 
structured.
D  Objective/structured. There are established guidelines or policies which cover most of the administration 
of the reward system.
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B6. To what extent are the reward system policies and procedures adhered to?
D  There is no structured system 
D  Sometimes 
D  Always
B7. Which best describes the extent to which your organisation adheres to its budgets?
D  Rarely 
D  Sometimes
D  Always, or almost always
B8. How far in advance does your owner/executive staff plan major initiatives?
0  Less than 1 year
□  1-2 years 
0  3+ years
B9. How are major organisational decisions typically made?
D  The owner makes decisions with little input from any staff, or certain staff will make decisions but with 
little input from the owner (who is not really attached to the operation).
□  The owner, in conjunction with executive management, makes operational decisions. There is little 
delineation between administrative and policy decisions.
0  Policy decisions are made by the owner and operational decisions are made by the executive management. 
There is clear delineation between policy decisions and administrative decisions.
BIO. The following are definitions of the three stages of an organisation life cycle framework (Inception, 
High-Growth, and Maturity). Please indicate which best describes your organisation.
□  Inception. The organisation has an open, flexible structure which allows for creativity and open 
communication. Relationships are informal.
□  Hieh-Growth. There is a high level of commitment, a strong sense of mission, high creativity and success. 
Authority is now delegated and certain procedures are formalised.
□  Maturity. There is a stated, formal organisational structure with established rules, policies and procedures. 
There are levels of management which make decisions for the organisation.
END OF THE QUESTIONNAIRE
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THE LEARNING PRACTICES QUESTIONNAIRE (LPQ)
(It is an online questionnaire)
Instructions
1. This online questionnaire seeks information about your learning practices in the workplace.
2. It consists of two sections:
A. Demographic information about the respondent, and
B. Approaches to learning provided by your organisation for you in the workplace.
3. Section A has 5 questions (1-5) and Section B has 32 statements (6-37). Please complete both sections 
in one go, taking about ten minutes.
4. All the information will be strictly confidential and only for the purpose of the researcher's PhD study. 
The names of organisations and respondents will be anonymous.
Thank you very much for your time to fill out the questionnaire. Please click NEXT to start.
Section A: Demographic inform ation about the  respondent
Please choose the best answers below that describe you. Every question must be answered.
1. P lease type th e  nam e of your organisation in th e  space below:
Note: The name o f your organisation is kept anonymous; it  is just used here fo r grouping responents' data per the same organisation.
2. Which age range do you belong to?
□  21-30
□  31-40
□  41-50
□  51-60
□  Above 60
3. What is your highest educational level?
□  Secondary
□  Diploma
□  Undergraduate
□  Postgraduate
4. What is your job level?
□  Administrative
□  Supervisory
□  Managerial
5. How many years have you worked in this organisation?
Note: Please input the nearest number. Decimal point is allowed and incremented by 0.5 every time. Minimum is 0.5 year, and 
progressed as 0.5,1,1.5, 2, 2.5, etc..
  year(s)
APPENDIX C
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Section B: Approaches to learning provided by your organisation in the workplace
This section explores the learning approaches that are currently provided by your organisation, and seeks your 
opinions about your practice of workplace learning.
Please refer to the meanings of the 5-Point Likert Scale used:
5 = Strongly Agree (SA)
4 = Agree (A)
3 = Neutral (N)
2 = Disagree (D)
1 = Strongly Disagree (SD)
Please choose your best answer for each of the following statements. Every statement must be responded. 
There is no right or wrong answer.
If the learning approach is not available in your organisation, please choose the option of "55 = Approach Not 
Available (ANA)" next to the likert scale.
Individual Level SA A N D SD ANA
6. Self-study of company documentation is important to  my learning.
He/p: These can be all sorts o f internal documents in your organisation, either paper or electronic 
kind, fo r  employee reference.
5 4 3 2 1 99
7. Self-study of professional literature is important to my learning.
Help: These can be all sorts o f written works relating to a particular profession or field o f interest, 
either paper or electronic kind fo r public access (not company bound).
5 4 3 2 1 99
8. Internet searching for work-related learning is important to my learning. 5 4 3 2 1 99
9. Training courses provided by my own organisation are important to my learning.
Help: Training courses are usually more formal in delivery, structured and trainer-led.
5 4 3 2 1 99
10. Training courses provided by external parties are important to my learning. 5 4 3 2 1 99
11. Seminars provided by my own organisation are important to my learning.
Help: Seminars are usually informal or less formal in delivery, held in the interest o f information 
sharing.
5 4 3 2 1 99
12. Seminars provided by external parties are important to my learning. 5 4 3 2 1 99
13. Visiting trade fairs is important to my learning. 5 4 3 2 1 99
14. Study visits are important to my learning.
Help: You are engaged in learning activities through visiting other organisation(s), institution(s), or 
place(s).
5 4 3 2 1 99
15. Engaging in job rotation in-house is important to my learning. 5 4 3 2 1 99
16. Engaging in job rotation in other firms is important to my learning. 5 4 3 2 1 99
17. On-the-job training is important to my learning.
Help: Such training relates to your job and takes place in your actual work environment. It is hands- 
on development provided by someone (e.g., a colleague, your manager) who has the knowledge and 
skills o f concern.
5 4 3 2 1 99
18. One-on-one coaching by an internal coach is important to my learning.
Help: Coaching relates to your performance improvement in a specific skill area, as supported by an
5 4 3 2 1 99
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individual over the short term who has the knowledge and expertise o f concern.
19. One-on-one coaching by an external coach is important to my learning. 5 4 3 2 1 99
20. One-on-one mentoring by an internal mentor is important to my learning.
Help: Mentoring relates to your whole-person development supported by a senior individual fo r a 
long period o f time across wider aspects (such as job, career, worklife, and personal development).
5 4 3 2 1 99
21. One-on-one mentoring by an external mentor is important to  my learning. 5 4 3 2 1 99
22. "Asking a colleague" is an important means of workplace learning. 5 4 3 2 1 99
Group Level SA A N D SD ANA
23. Participating in self-directed work teams is important to my learning. 5 4 3 2 1 99
24. Participating in team coaching activities by an internal coach is important to my 
learning.
Help: Coaching is done at group level. For example, an experienced colleague having relevant 
expertise may coach a group o f marketing staff at the same time on their marketing project.
5 4 3 2 1 99
25. Participating in team coaching activities by an external coach is important to my 
learning.
Help: Coaching is done at group level. For example, your organisation may hire an external 
marketing specialist to station in-house fo r some time to coach a group o f your marketing staff on a 
marketing project.
5 4 3 2 1 99
26. Participating in team mentoring activities by an internal mentor is important to  my 
learning.
Help: Mentoring is done at group level. An example is that several mentees in the same work team 
are mentored by a senior colleague on both whole-person development and their team effectiveness.
5 4 3 2 1 99
27. Participating in team mentoring activities by an external mentor is important to my 
learning.
Help: Mentoring is done at group level. An example is that several mentees in the same work team in 
your organisation are supported by an external mentor on both whole-person development and their 
team effectiveness.
5 4 3 2 1 99
28. Engaging myself in group discussions in the organisation is important for knowledge 
exchange.
5 4 3 2 1 99
29. Engaging myself in online forums is important for knowledge exchange. 5 4 3 2 1 99
Organisational Level SA A N D SD ANA
30. Cooperating with external consultants is important to develop my competence at 
work.
5 4 3 2 1 99
31. An e-learning platform is available in my organisation, which is important to my 
workplace learning.
5 4 3 2 1 99
32. My organisation has a common groupware for employees to  store and share 
business knowledge and problems, which is important to my learning at work.
5 4 3 2 1 99
33. My organisation is characterized with a number of informal peer-support 
communities, which are important to my learning at work.
5 4 3 2 1 99
Inter-Organisational Level SA A N D SD ANA
34. Networking with other organisations in the same industry is important to my 5 4 3 2 1 99
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learning at work.
35. Networking with business partners is important to  my learning at work. 5 4 3 2 1 99
36. Networking with customers is important to improve my knowledge at work. 5 4 3 2 1 99
37. Networking with professional bodies is important to improve my knowledge at 
work.
5 4 3 2 1 99
END OF THE QUESTIONNAIRE
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APPENDIX D
THE INTERVIEW WORKSHEET
Category 0: Interviewee's demographic in form ation:
0.1. W hat is your name? (Inform the interviewee o f the anonymous policy)
0.2. W hat is the name of your organisation? (Inform the interviewee o f the anonymous 
policy)
0.3. Which age range do you belong to: 21-30, 31-40, 41-50, 51-60, or above 60?
0.4. W hat is your highest educational level, secondary, diploma, undergraduate, or 
postgraduate?
0.5. W hat is your job level, administrative, supervisory or managerial?
0.6. How many years have you worked in this organisation?
Category 1: Learning practices received in the workplace:
1.1. How do you usually learn at work?
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1.2. What are the learning approaches that your organisation is offering to the em ployees?
Category 2: Organisational reasons for the current learning practices:
2.1. W hy does your organisation offer only those learning approaches that you have 
mentioned?
2.2. W hy do you think your organisation cannot provide more approaches to  workplace 
learning?
2.3. How has workplace learning practices changed (for better/worse) over the last tw o  
years in your organisation? W hy has this happened?
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Category 3: Employees7 opinions about the ir practices of workplace learning:
3.1. How effective have these learning practices been? Are they helpful to your work?
3.2. How im portant do you think workplace learning is to your work?
3.3. How im portant do you think workplace learning is to your organisation?
3.4. W hat are the gaps in approaches to learning in your organisation?
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3.5. How would your organisation do things differently or better in order to develop you 
or other employees better?
3.6. W hy do you opt for only some approaches for your learning given the fact that there  
are more alternatives within your organisation?
3.7. W hat other learning practices do you expect at the moment?
Category 4: Delivery issues in workplace learning:
4.1. Would you describe how your approaches to learning are currently delivered?
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4.2. Can you describe the procedures of how you request learning from your organisation?
4.3. W hat would you say in terms of management support when you need training for 
work? How would your organisation respond to that, and why?
4.4. W hat would you say in terms of organisational structure for delivering workplace 
learning in your organisation? Can you describe your in-house resources 
(facilities/personnel) for workplace learning?
4.5. Can you share how often your organisation promotes the practice of workplace 
learning?
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4.6. W hat would you do when you need training in the workplace, but your organisation 
cannot offer?
Date:
END OF THE INTERVIEW
Time: to
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APPENDIX E
Table 19: The mean scores o f 32 workplace learning practices by SMEs at inception
Learning Practice in the Workplace N
On a Likert 
Scale (5 - 1 )  
Max Min Mean
Standard
Deviation
On-the-job training 48 5 3 4.65 .565
Self-study of company documentation 47 5 3 4.45 .544
Asking a colleague 52 5 3 4.42 .696
One-on-one coaching by an internal coach 33 5 2 4.36 .653
Training courses provided by my own organisation 10 5 3 4.10 .568
Engaging myself in group discussions in the organisation 35 5 3 4.09 .658
Seminars provided by my own organisation 13 5 3 4.08 .494
One-on-one mentoring by an internal mentor 28 5 2 4.07 .663
Self-study of professional literature 52 5 3 4.04 .625
Visiting trade fairs 38 5 2 4.03 .944
Internet searching for work-related learning 52 5 3 4.02 .610
Networking with customers 52 5 2 3.94 .725
Networking with business partners 49 5 2 3.88 .949
Training courses provided by external parties 24 5 3 3.88 .537
Seminars provided by external parties 29 5 3 3.86 .516
Participating in team coaching activities by an internal 
coach
14 5 2 3.86 .770
Participating in team coaching activities by an external 
coach
5 4 3 3.80 .447
One-on-one coaching by an external coach 10 4 3 3.80 .422
Participating in team mentoring activities by an internal 
mentor
22 4 2 3.73 .550
Study visits 18 5 3 3.67 .594
Informal peer-support communities in the organisation 7 5 2 3.57 .976
Networking with professional bodies 52 5 2 3.56 .725
Participating in self-directed work teams 27 4 3 3.52 .509
Cooperating with external consultants 4 4 3 3.50 .577
Engaging myself in online forums 37 5 2 3.32 .626
Networking with other organisations in the same industry 45 5 2 3.29 .843
Engaging in job rotation in-house 25 5 2 3.20 .707
A common groupware for employees to store and share 
business knowledge and problems 
An e-leaming platform is available in my organisation 
Participating in team mentoring activities by an external 
mentor
One-on-one mentoring by an external mentor 
Engaging in job rotation in other firms
15
0
0
0
0
4 2 3.00 .756
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Table 20: The mean scores of 32 workplace learning practices by SMEs at high-growth
On a Likert
Scale (5 - 1 ) Standard
Learning Practice in the Workplace N Max Min Mean Deviation
On-the-job training 96 5 3 4.49 .580
Asking a colleague 96 5 3 4.45 .578
A common groupware for employees to store and share 19 5 3 4.26 .562
business knowledge and problems
Self-study of company documentation 96 5 2 4.18 .740
Engaging myself in group discussions in the organisation 96 5 2 4.18 .580
Participating in self-directed work teams 96 5 2 4.10 .607
One-on-one mentoring by an internal mentor 67 5 2 4.09 .570
Self-study of professional literature 86 5 2 4.08 .739
Networking with customers 96 5 2 4.04 .767
Seminars provided by my own organisation 86 5 2 4.00 .632
One-on-one coaching by an internal coach 96 5 2 3.98 .649
Networking with business partners 96 5 2 3.86 .643
Training courses provided by my own organisation 48 5 3 3.83 .630
One-on-one coaching by an external coach 48 5 2 3.77 .722
Participating in team coaching activities by an internal 96 5 2 3.75 .543
coach
Internet searching for work-related learning 96 5 3 3.74 .567
Seminars provided by external parties 86 5 2 3.71 .630
Participating in team coaching activities by an external 67 5 3 3.70 .493
coach
Visiting trade fairs 96 5 2 3.68 1.061
Networking with professional bodies 96 5 2 3.63 .653
Training courses provided by external parties 58 5 2 3.60 .620
Participating in team mentoring activities by an internal 57 4 2 3.60 .563
mentor
Informal peer-support communities in the organisation 48 5 2 3.54 .582
Cooperating with external consultants 39 5 2 3.51 .823
Networking with other organisations in the same industry 96 5 2 3.39 .622
Study visits 19 4 2 3.16 .765
Engaging in job rotation in-house 88 5 2 3.06 .594
Engaging myself in online forums 86 4 2 2.99 .604
An e-leaming platform is available in my organisation 0
Participating in team mentoring activities by an external 0
mentor
One-on-one mentoring by an external mentor 0
Engaging in job rotation in other firms 0
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Table 21: The mean scores of 32 workplace learning practices by SMEs at maturity
Learning Practice in the Workplace N
On a Likert 
Scale (5 - 1 )  
Max Min Mean
Standard
Deviation
On-the-job training 84 5 4 4.63 .485
Asking a colleague 84 5 3 4.48 .548
One-on-one coaching by an internal coach 60 5 3 4.23 .500
Self-study of company documentation 84 5 3 4.20 .636
One-on-one mentoring by an internal mentor 59 5 3 4.17 .461
Networking with customers 84 5 3 4.00 .694
Visiting trade fairs 44 5 2 4.00 .778
A common groupware for employees to store and share 
business knowledge and problems
42 5 2 3.95 .697
Participating in self-directed work teams 61 5 3 3.90 .507
Informal peer-support communities in the organisation 62 5 3 3.85 .623
Self-study of professional literature 84 5 2 3.82 .697
Seminars provided by my own organisation 49 5 2 3.82 .601
Participating in team coaching activities by an internal 
coach
44 5 2 3.80 .553
Engaging myself in group discussions in the organisation 84 5 3 3.76 .506
Training courses provided by external parties 60 5 3 3.73 .607
Engaging in job rotation in other firms 10 4 3 3.70 .483
Networking with business partners 76 5 2 3.68 .677
Cooperating with external consultants 34 5 2 3.65 .884
Participating in team mentoring activities by an internal 
mentor
44 5 2 3.61 .655
Seminars provided by external parties 59 5 3 3.61 .526
Internet searching for work-related learning 84 5 2 3.58 .680
Study visits 7 4 3 3.57 .535
Training courses provided by my own organisation 20 5 2 3.50 .889
Networking with professional bodies 84 5 2 3.46 .667
Engaging in job rotation in-house 51 5 2 3.41 .779
Participating in team coaching activities by an external 
coach
10 4 3 3.40 .516
One-on-one coaching by an external coach 10 4 2 3.40 .699
Networking with other organisations in the same industry 84 5 2 3.33 .646
Engaging myself in online forums 
An e-leaming platform is available in my organisation 
Participating in team mentoring activities by an external 
mentor
One-on-one mentoring by an external mentor
67
0
0
0
4 2 2.85 .634
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APPENDIX F
Table 24: The frequencies (N) o f 32 workplace learning practices by SMEs at inception
Learning Practice in the Workplace
Total
52
N
On a Likert 
Scale (5 - 1) 
Max Min Mean
Standard
Deviation
Asking a colleague 52 5 3 4.42 .696
Self-study of professional literature 52 5 3 4.04 .625
Internet searching for work-related learning 52 5 3 4.02 .610
Networking with customers 52 5 2 3.94 .725
Networking with professional bodies 52 5 2 3.56 .725
Networking with business partners 49 5 2 3.88 .949
On-the-job training 48 5 3 4.65 .565
Self-study of company documentation 47 5 3 4.45 .544
Networking with other organisations in the same industry 45 5 2 3.29 .843
Visiting trade fairs 38 5 2 4.03 .944
Engaging myself in online forums 37 5 2 3.32 .626
Engaging myself in group discussions in the organisation 35 5 3 4.09 .658
One-on-one coaching by an internal coach 33 5 2 4.36 .653
Seminars provided by external parties 29 5 3 3.86 .516
One-on-one mentoring by an internal mentor 28 5 2 4.07 .663
Participating in self-directed work teams 27 4 3 3.52 .509
Engaging in job rotation in-house 25 5 2 3.20 .707
Training courses provided by external parties 24 5 3 3.88 .537
Participating in team mentoring activities by an internal 
mentor
22 4 2 3.73 .550
Study visits 18 5 3 3.67 .594
A common groupware for employees to store and share 
business knowledge and problems
15 4 2 3.00 .756
Participating in team coaching activities by an internal 
coach
14 5 2 3.86 .770
Seminars provided by my own organisation 13 5 3 4.08 .494
Training courses provided by my own organisation 10 5 3 4.10 .568
One-on-one coaching by an external coach 10 4 3 3.80 .422
Informal peer-support communities in the organisation 7 5 2 3.57 .976
Participating in team coaching activities by an external 
coach
5 4 3 3.80 .447
Cooperating with external consultants 
An e-leaming platform is available in my organisation 
Participating in team mentoring activities by an external 
mentor
One-on-one mentoring by an external mentor 
Engaging in job rotation in other firms
4
0
0
0
0
4 3 3.50 .577
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Table 25: The frequencies (N) o f 32 workplace learning practices by SMEs at high-growth
Learning Practice in the Workplace
Total
96
N
On a Likert 
Scale (5 - 1 )  
Max Min Mean
Standard
Deviation
On-the-job training 96 5 3 4.49 .580
Asking a colleague 96 5 3 4.45 .578
Self-study of company documentation 96 5 2 4.18 .740
Engaging myself in group discussions in the organisation 96 5 2 4.18 .580
Participating in self-directed work teams 96 5 2 4.10 .607
Networking with customers 96 5 2 4.04 .767
One-on-one coaching by an internal coach 96 5 2 3.98 .649
Networking with business partners 96 5 2 3.86 .643
Participating in team coaching activities by an internal 
coach
96 5 2 3.75 .543
Internet searching for work-related learning 96 5 3 3.74 .567
Visiting trade fairs 96 5 2 3.68 1.061
Networking with professional bodies 96 5 2 3.63 .653
Networking with other organisations in the same industry 96 5 2 3.39 .622
Engaging in job rotation in-house 88 5 2 3.06 .594
Self-study of professional literature 86 5 2 4.08 .739
Seminars provided by my own organisation 86 5 2 4.00 .632
Seminars provided by external parties 86 5 2 3.71 .630
Engaging myself in online forums 86 4 2 2.99 .604
One-on-one mentoring by an internal mentor 67 5 2 4.09 .570
Participating in team coaching activities by an external 
coach
67 5 3 3.70 .493
Training courses provided by external parties 58 5 2 3.60 .620
Participating in team mentoring activities by an internal 
mentor
57 4 2 3.60 .563
Training courses provided by my own organisation 48 5 3 3.83 .630
One-on-one coaching by an external coach 48 5 2 3.77 .722
Informal peer-support communities in the organisation 48 5 2 3.54 .582
Cooperating with external consultants 39 5 2 3.51 .823
A common groupware for employees to store and share 
business knowledge and problems
19 5 3 4.26 .562
Study visits
An e-leaming platform is available in my organisation 
Participating in team mentoring activities by an external 
mentor
One-on-one mentoring by an external mentor 
Engaging in job rotation in other firms
19
0
0
0
0
4 2 3.16 .765
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Table 26: The frequencies (N) o f 32 workplace learning practices by SMEs at maturity
Learning Practice in the Workplace
Total
84
N
On a Likert 
Scale (5 - 1 )  
Max Min Mean
Standard
Deviation
On-the-job training 84 5 4 4.63 .485
Asking a colleague 84 5 3 4.48 .548
Self-study of company documentation 84 5 3 4.20 .636
Networking with customers 84 5 3 4.00 .694
Self-study of professional literature 84 5 2 3.82 .697
Engaging myself in group discussions in the organisation 84 5 3 3.76 .506
Internet searching for work-related learning 84 5 2 3.58 .680
Networking with professional bodies 84 5 2 3.46 .667
Networking with other organisations in the same industry 84 5 2 3.33 .646
Networking with business partners 76 5 2 3.68 .677
Engaging myself in online forums 67 4 2 2.85 .634
Informal peer-support communities in the organisation 62 5 3 3.85 .623
Participating in self-directed work teams 61 5 3 3.90 .507
One-on-one coaching by an internal coach 60 5 3 4.23 .500
Training courses provided by external parties 60 5 3 3.73 .607
One-on-one mentoring by an internal mentor 59 5 3 4.17 .461
Seminars provided by external parties 59 5 3 3.61 .526
Engaging in job rotation in-house 51 5 2 3.41 .779
Seminars provided by my own organisation 49 5 2 3.82 .601
Visiting trade fairs 44 5 2 4.00 .778
Participating in team coaching activities by an internal 
coach
44 5 2 3.80 .553
Participating in team mentoring activities by an internal 
mentor
44 5 2 3.61 .655
A common groupware for employees to store and share 
business knowledge and problems
42 5 2 3.95 .697
Cooperating with external consultants 34 5 2 3.65 .884
Training courses provided by my own organisation 20 5 2 3.50 .889
Engaging in job rotation in other firms 10 4 3 3.70 .483
Participating in team coaching activities by an external 
coach
10 4 3 3.40 .516
One-on-one coaching by an external coach 10 4 2 3.40 .699
Study visits
An e-leaming platform is available in my organisation 
Participating in team mentoring activities by an external 
mentor
One-on-one mentoring by an external mentor
7
0
0
0
4 3 3.57 .535
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